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1Sidelining Science Since Day One

A clear pattern has emerged over the first six months 
of the Trump presidency: multiple actions by his  
administration are eroding the ability of science, facts, 
and evidence to inform policy decisions, leaving us 
more vulnerable to threats to public health and  
the environment.

[ executive summary ]

Photo: Alison Slattery & House9 Design

The Trump administration is attempting to delegitimize  
science, it is giving industries more ability to influence how 
and what science is used in policymaking, and it is creating  
a hostile environment for federal agency scientists who  
serve the public.

This is a new era in which political interference in  
science is more likely and more frequent and will present  
serious risks to the health and safety of the American people. 
The science community and the general public have respond-
ed vigorously: standing up for science, calling out “alternative 
facts,” articulating the importance of science-based policy-
making, and marching in the streets. Sustained engagement 
will be necessary to prevent the most significant damage. 

The Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) has long  
advocated for strong principles of scientific integrity in the 
federal government to ensure that science can serve society 
fully. Scientific integrity includes not only the ability of  
scientists to perform and communicate their work freely  
but also the ability of policymakers and the public to access 
unvarnished scientific information and utilize it to advance 
the public interest. It is a process by which independent  
science fully and transparently informs policy decisions,  
free from inappropriate political, ideological, financial,  
or other undue influence.

When the federal government does not uphold prin- 
ciples of scientific integrity, our nation’s ability to respond 
effectively to complex challenges to public health, the  

environment, and national security is compromised.  
Furthermore, the loss of scientific integrity in federal agen-
cies can create hostile environments for scientists, often  
chilling basic scientific activities. Most important, a loss of 
scientific integrity betrays the public’s trust in our govern-
ment and undermines the democratic principles upon  
which this nation was founded. 

Political interference in science is not new. All modern 
presidents have politicized science to some extent. Past  
administrations and their allies have falsified, fabricated,  
or suppressed evidence, selectively and deceptively edited 
documents, exaggerated uncertainty, tampered with scientific 
procedures, allowed conflicts of interest to interfere with  
decision-making, let political considerations drive science 
advisory board appointments, targeted essential data collec-
tion initiatives for elimination, and intimidated, censored, 
and coerced scientists. Under the Trump administration, 
these threats to the federal scientific enterprise have  
escalated markedly. 

Political Interference in Science Under  
the Trump Administration

In a few short months, the Trump administration has under-
mined the process by which science informs the policymaking 
process. The administration has shown a blatant disregard  
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Emerging patterns reveal 
tactics to diminish the 
crucial role of science in 
our democracy. 

for scientific facts and evidence, appointing officials with  
a track record of misrepresenting scientific information,  
overruling the recommendations of scientists on exposure to 
toxic pesticides, removing scientific information from agency 
websites, and dismissing independent science advisors. Aided 
and abetted by Congress, the administration has delayed or 
eviscerated science-based rules that safeguard the American 
people, from protecting workers from toxic work environ-
ments to helping communities prepare for the impacts of  
climate change. Moreover, President Trump and his admin-
istration have created a hostile environment for federal  
government scientists, making it more difficult for these  
individuals to meet their job duties and responsibilities  
and engendering fear about discussing their work. 

Emerging patterns reveal tactics to diminish the crucial 
role of science in our democracy. These actions seem to align 
with a broader administration strategy to achieve, as White 
House chief strategist Steve Bannon put it, the “deconstruc-
tion of the administrative state.” Yet the national and global 
challenges we face require the development of scientific 
knowledge and its application to public safeguards and  
policy solutions. 

To effectively counter the Trump administration’s  
assaults on science and science-based solutions, we must 
identify and understand their tactics and then connect them 
to real consequences. UCS is closely monitoring and expos-
ing the Trump administration’s attacks on science, analyzing 
their impacts on people, raising awareness about the problem, 
and organizing scientists to push back. This report documents 
many of the tactics being used by the Trump administra- 
tion and Congress to diminish the role of science in our  
democracy. These include: 

•   Sidelining independent science advice. The Trump 
administration has weakened federal advisory commit-
tees that provide scientific advice to the government.

Throughout the first six months of the Trump administration, science, evidence, and facts have been sidelined.
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•   Appointing conflicted individuals to scientific leader-
ship positions. President Trump has appointed to the 
highest positions in government individuals with little 
science background and with strong ties to the industries 
they are charged with regulating.

•   Leaving key science positions vacant. President Trump 
has taken an unusually long time to fill many high-level 
science positions, signaling the low priority his adminis-
tration places on science.

•   Revoking science-based safeguards. Aided and abetted 
by Congress, President Trump has allowed politics to 
supersede science by signing an unprecedented 13 con-
gressional resolutions rolling back science-based pro-
tections, including safe drinking water standards and 
safeguards to prevent worker exposure to harmful 
chemicals.

•   Misrepresenting climate science and rolling back  
climate change safeguards. Attacking science-based 
policies and communications on preparing for and miti-
gating climate change is a clear focus for the Trump  
administration. Officials have misrepresented climate 
science, removed climate-related content from several 
government communications, and proposed sharp  
reductions in climate research.

•   Weakening science-based pollution standards  
without scientific justification. The administration  
has delayed or repealed several science-based pollution 
standards designed to protect public health, including 
protections against mercury, air toxics, and coal waste-
water, without replacing them with new, scientifically 
defensible standards. 

•   Undermining protections from hazards at work  
and home. The Trump administration has delayed many  
science-based rules intended to keep communities safe 
from dangerous chemical spills and to safeguard workers 
from harmful toxins, with little to support halts except 
for letters and petitions from companies or industry 
trade associations.

•   Altering scientific content on federal websites. The 
scientific content of federal agency webpages, including 
those of the Enviromental Protection Agency, the State 
Department, and the Department of Energy, has been al-
tered or deleted since January, particularly in regard to 
climate change science.

•   Reducing public access to data. The Trump admin- 
istration has reduced public access to scientific data  

and information. The administration also has stopped 
collecting certain data for programs that benefit dis- 
advantaged groups. And it has withdrawn requests to  
industry to supply data that would help inform public 
health and environmental protections.

•   Restricting communication of scientists. The Trump 
administration is making it more difficult for government 
scientists to speak publicly about their work, as well  
as about misconduct within an agency. It has restricted 
communication with Congress, placed vague gag  
orders on agency staff, and failed to affirm the ability  
of scientists to share their expertise publicly.

•   Creating a hostile environment for scientific staff. 
Evidence is growing that a culture of fear is increasing  
at government agencies, undermining scientific research 
and communication. Scientists are speaking to the media 
anonymously out of fear of retaliation; some are afraid  
to utter the words “climate change.”

The public deserves 
independent, impartial 
scientific information. 

Science Will Not Stand Down

As global challenges become ever more complex, the  
science the nation relies on is more important than ever.  
In the coming decades, the United States will face some of  
the most difficult challenges in its history, including climate 
change, antibiotic resistance, and threats to our national  
security. Science and technology are instrumental to meeting 
these challenges. The public deserves independent, impartial 
scientific information, even—or perhaps especially—when 
that information indicates the need for politically unpopular 
or inconvenient action.

Recognizing the stakes, scientists and science supporters 
are speaking up, taking advantage of the momentum of suc-
cessful marches and new opportunities for political engage-
ment. Scientists and science supporters are connecting the 
administration’s actions to consequences for public health 
and the environment. By understanding current and evolving 
threats and taking advantage of new vehicles for advocacy, we 
can defend the scientific enterprise our democracy depends 
on and preserve the public health, safety, security, and  
environmental protections that make our nation great.  
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Scientists and science supporters, Congress, and the media 
can all play a role.

•   Scientists and science supporters should scrutinize 
administration and congressional actions and sound the 
alarm when science is misused. They can also play a 
unique role in articulating to others the importance of 
science in our daily lives. Communicating the importance 
of science and science-based policies to the public and 
decisionmakers is crucial to fighting attacks on science  
in this highly charged political environment. 

•   Congress should use its oversight authorities to investi-
gate and hold accountable the administration for actions 
that threaten scientific integrity and science-based policies, 
and it should act to protect whistleblowers. With the 
growing trend of abuses against science in the Trump 
administration, Congress must exercise its full authority 
as a check against the executive branch. Also, Congress 
should pass legislation to better protect federal scientists 
and the integrity of science in our federal agencies.

•   Journalists must continue to hold administration  
officials and members of Congress accountable for their 
words and actions and investigate cases of suppressing, 
misrepresenting, manipulating, or otherwise politicizing 
science, along with related allegations of wrongdoing  
in our federal government. The media should seek out 
scientists as sources when possible and call out agencies 
that place unnecessary barriers on communications  
between journalists and government scientists.

Many actors, including Congress, can play a vital role to make sure science  
continues to inform policies that are critical to safeguarding American’s well-being.

R
ya

n 
K

el
ly

/C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s (

Fl
ic

kr
)



5Sidelining Science Since Day One

A clear pattern has emerged just six months into the Trump 
administration. In multiple ways, the new president’s admin-
istration is eroding the ability of science, facts, and evidence 
to inform policy decisions. It is attempting to delegitimize 
science, giving industry lobbyists more influence over how 
and what science is used in policymaking, and creating a  
hostile environment for scientists who serve the public at  
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the Centers  
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and many  
other federal agencies.

As they undermine public health, safety, and environ-
mental protection, the administration’s attacks on science  
are altering the day-to-day lives of Americans. Indeed, the 
president, his advisors and appointees, and the 115th Congress 
aim at anti-science goals that, if fully achieved, will be difficult 
to reverse and leave in their wake lasting and widespread 
damage for years to come. 

Alarmed scientists and their supporters are pushing 
back, recognizing that making wise decisions in a democracy 
depends on free and open access to the best available scien-
tific information. Fueled by hundreds of marches worldwide, 
science supporters and public interest organizations are con-
necting the administration’s actions to the consequences for 
public health and the environment. Their success depends on 
a clear understanding of current and evolving threats as well 
as the persistent and energetic engagement of the science 
community and their allies.

The Risks of Political Interference in Science 

The Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) promotes scientific 
integrity in policymaking, a process through which indepen-
dent science fully and transparently informs policy decisions, 

free from inappropriate political, ideological, financial, or 
other undue influence. Scientific integrity includes not only 
the ability of scientists to perform and communicate about 
their work freely but also the ability of policymakers and the 
public to gain access to unvarnished scientific information 
and use that knowledge to advance the public interest. 

All modern presidents, to some extent, have politi- 
cized science and compromised scientific integrity. At times, 
presidents and their affiliates have falsified, fabricated, or 
suppressed evidence, selectively and deceptively edited  
documents, exaggerated uncertainty, tampered with scien-
tific procedures, allowed conflicts of interest to interfere with  
decisionmaking, let political considerations drive advisory 
board appointments, and intimidated, censored, and coerced 
scientists. 

Scientific integrity issues came to widespread attention 
during the George W. Bush administration as political appointees 
routinely sought to influence science as a strategy for justify-
ing predetermined policy outcomes. After UCS and others 
exposed these anti-science tactics, 62 leading US scientists 
signed a statement calling for an end to political interference 

Introduction

[ chapter 1 ]

As they undermine 
public health, safety, and 
environmental protection, 
the administration’s 
attacks on science are 
altering the day-to-day 
lives of Americans. 
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On April 22nd, the March for Science attracted over a million people worldwide to gather and call for evidence-based policy decisions. Roughly 100,000 scientists 
and science supporters protested in Washington, D.C.

St
ep

he
n 

M
el

ki
se

th
ia

n/
C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s (
Fl

ic
kr

)

in science; more than 15,000 scientists eventually added their 
names to the call. The work of UCS and others mobilized  
the scientific community and raised the political price of 
abusing science.

Because of pressure like this from scientists and good 
government advocates, the federal government has made 
progress in protecting scientists and their work. At least 28 
agencies have put in place scientific integrity policies aimed 
at preventing abuses, and many agencies have created scien-
tific integrity officers to oversee these policies. Further, some 
agencies have improved the ability of scientists to share their 
expertise with the public and the press. Vast amounts of data 
are now available on federal government websites, as well  
as tools that enable the public to interpret and use these  
resources. The 2012 Whistleblower Protection Enhancement 
Act expanded protections for federal employees who report 
waste, fraud, and abuse to include the issue of scientific 
integrity.

Every day, policymakers turn to science as they make  
decisions that improve public health, protect our environ-
ment, and advance the well-being of all Americans. Research 
in the 1970s about the neurological effects of lead on children 

resulted in policies to phase-out its use in paint and gasoline. 
Research on chemicals and metals has improved the quality 
of our air, water, and soil. Research on infectious diseases has 
saved innumerable lives by helping governments prevent or 
anticipate responses to future outbreaks. Advancements in 
technology have made household appliances, automobiles, 
and other consumer products safer, cleaner, and more cost-
effective and energy-efficient. Government science has im-
proved weather predictions, and climate studies have helped 

Every day, policymakers 
turn to science as they 
make decisions that 
improve public health, 
protect our environment, 
and advance the well-
being of all Americans.
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communities across the United States prepare for rising  
sea levels, drought, extreme heat, and other impacts of  
climate change. 

This progress is in serious danger of stalling and being 
rolled back. We risk reducing the role of science in policy-
making by decades, just when science is more important than 
ever in addressing global challenges—from keeping our air 
and water clean and staving off global pandemics to mitigat-
ing and preparing for the effects of climate change. Science  
is an indispensible asset to our democracy, with countless  
examples of how federal science and science-based policies 
benefit our lives every day. From the discovery of lifesaving 
vaccinations, to landing on the moon, to developing the  
Internet, scientists employed by the federal government  
make Americans safer, healthier, more prosperous, and  
better informed about our world. 

A President Hostile to Science 

In the new political environment, attacks on science and  
scientists occur at great frequency at the highest levels of  
government (see timeline, p. 8). Just a few months into the 
Trump administration, emerging patterns reveal tactics to 
diminish the crucial role of science in our democracy. These 
activities seem to align with the broader administration  
strategy to achieve, as White House chief strategist Steve 
Bannon stated, the “deconstruction of the administrative 
state” (Rucker and Costa 2017).

Lifesaving vaccines, clean air and protected lands, and clean drinking water: 
none would be possible without independent, impartial science informing  
policy decisions.
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Just a few months into  
the Trump administration, 
emerging patterns reveal 
tactics to diminish the 
crucial role of science in 
our democracy. 

President Trump and his advisors and appointees, along 
with allied members of Congress, have willfully distorted  
scientific information, targeted scientists for doing their jobs, 
impeded scientists’ ability to conduct research, limited access 
to taxpayer-funded scientific information, disregarded the 
science in science-based policies, and rolled back science-
based protections aimed at advancing public health. They 
have appointed officials with severe conflicts of interest to 
oversee industries to which they are tied, and, in some cases, 
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they now lead agencies they have previously disparaged  
or even sued. They have dismissed climate science despite 
overwhelming evidence of the devastating impacts of climate 
change. And they have restricted agencies from considering 
scientific evidence fully in the decisionmaking process.  
Further, the president’s budget blueprints reveal the adminis-
tration’s desire to scrap investments in basic data collection 
and research at major agencies, threatening the government’s 
ability to enforce our nation’s public health and environ- 
mental laws (see Box 3, p. 25).

These attacks on science will have substantial conse-
quences on public health and the environment. Scaled-back 
investments in cutting-edge research will inhibit the nation’s 

ability to respond to new infectious diseases and prevent the 
United States from leading the world in creating clean energy 
jobs. Decisions on the safety and effectiveness of drugs and 
medical devices can have life-altering impacts on any patient 
who uses them. Financially conflicted political officials and 
the capture of regulatory agencies by the very entities they 
are responsible for regulating have the potential to lead to 
gross mismanagement of natural resources and public services, 
as the goal moves toward advancing private and commercial 
concerns rather than the public interest. 

To push back effectively against the Trump administra-
tion’s attempts to dismantle science-based health and safety 
protections, we must understand what its tactics are and  

Timeline of Attacks on Science

                   January                                       February                                           March                                                      

January 5
House of  
Representatives 
passes REINS 
Act

January 11
House of  
Representatives 
passes the  
Regulatory 
Accountability  
Act

January 28
President Trump 
signs EO137770, 
removing ethics 
rules that prevent 
former lobbyists 
from entering the 
administration

January 23 
CDC cancels 
Climate and 
Health Summit

February 
White House removes 
all data from its open  
portal website

February 16 
The Congressional 
Review Act is used to 
overturn the Stream 
Protection Rule

March 2 
EPA withdraws  
information request for  
oil and gas companies  
to report sources of 
methane emissions

March
HHS discontinues the 
use of questions about 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
queer, and transgendered 
(LGBQT) individuals in 
two surveys

March
EPA interferes 
with CBO 
assessment of 
HONEST Act

March 29
EPA Administrator 
Pruitt rejects a 
petition to ban  
the pesticide  
chlorpyrifos

March 16
EPA issues a 
90-day delay  
on the Risk 
Management  
Plan program

January 3
House 
Republicans 
revive the 
Holman Rule

January
USDA deletes 
public database 
of animal 
welfare record

January 
Trump 
administration
issues gag orders 
on EPA and 
USDA employees

January 27
President Trump signs EO13769, 
restricting immmigration of 
individuals from predominantly 
Muslim countries

January 30
President Trump 
signs EO13771, 
establishing  
two-for-one rule 
on regulations

February 12
EPA staff pulled 
from Alaska 
Forum on the 
Environment

March 6
In response to a  
delay on EO13769, 
President Trump 
signs EO12780, 
imposing a 90-day 
ban on issuance 
of visas to six 
predominantly 
Muslim countries

March
DOE Office of 
International 
Climate and Clean 
Energy bans staff 
from using phrases 
“climate change” 
and “Paris 
Agreement” in 
communications March 21

DOL delays ruling 
that tightens 
standards for  
workplace berylium  
exposure

March 28
President Trump 
signs EO13783, 
removing regulations  
that minimize the  
US carbon footprint 
and combat  
climate change

March 15
Without consulting 
its own experts, EPA 
announces it will 
reexamine emission 
standards for light-
duty vehicles

March 29
House of  
Representatives  
passes HONEST  
Act
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An early and ongoing assessment of these 
behaviors can help Americans act swiftly 
and most effectively to counter-act 
attacks on science.

their consequences for the public. UCS is watchdogging  
the Trump administration’s attacks on science, analyzing 
their impacts on people, raising awareness about the prob-
lem, and organizing scientists to push back. An early and  
ongoing assessment of these behaviors can help Americans 

act swiftly and most effectively to counteract attacks on  
science and reduce the possibility of long-term damage. We 
cannot afford to reverse recent progress on scientific integrity 
and science-based policies. The public’s health and safety  
depend on it. 

Timeline of Attacks on Science

April 4
President Trump overturns 
OSHA rule holding employers 
accountable for patterns of 
work-related injury and illness 
record keeping violations

April 6
DOL 
announces 
90-day stay 
on silica 
dust rule

April 10
Attorney General 
Sessions announces 
he will not renew 
the National 
Commission on 
Forensic Science

              April                                     May                                  June                                 July

April 12
DOI rquires  
all federal 
grants over 
$100,000 be 
reviewed  
by political 
appointees

April 18
EPA issues a stay  
on new methane  
emission standards

May 8
Half of scientists  
on EPA’s Board of 
Scientific Counselors 
are not renewed for 
second term

May 18
DOI removes climate 
change language from 
USGS report on the link 
between sea level rise 
and climate change

June 1
President 
Trump 
announces US 
withdrawal 
from Paris 
Climate 
Agreement

June 6
As of June 6, President Trump has 
announced nominees for only 7 of 46 top 
science-related positions in federal govern-
ment requiring senate confirmation

June 9
EPA delays enforcement 
of Risk Management Plan 
amendments until 2019

July 20
By the end of President Trump’s first 
six months in office, DOE, DOI, and 
EPA websites have been altered to 
remove information about renewable 
energy and climate change

April 13
EPA announces it will 
delay and reconsider 
regulation of power plant 
heavy metal pollution in 
public waterways

May 22
President Trump’s 
budget proposes major 
cuts to federal science 
funding within NIH, 
DOE, EPA, DOI, CDC, 
and NOAA

June 5
EPA issues one-
year delay on 
implementation 
of 2015 ozone 
pollution ruling

June 13
FDA announces 
indefinite delay in 
launch of updated 
Nutrition Fact labels 
that list added 
sugars

May 22
EPA Chief of 
Staff pressures 
top scientist at 
BOSC to alter 
congressional 
testimony

June 26
Trump administration 
restrictsgovernment scien-
tists from participating at 
international meeting on 
nuclear power

June 22 
Industry 
friendly 
EPA TSCA 
rules finalized 
under 
chemical 
industry 
affiliate 
Nancy Beck

April 18
EPA asks DC Court 
of Appeals to delay 
oral arguments for 
a legal challenge  
to MATS

July 14
Trump Administration 
eliminates funding for 
critical teen pregnancy 
prevention programs 
and research under 
HHS midway through 
grant period.

June 30
EPA Administrator Pruitt 
announces he will conduct a 
“red team/blue team” exercise 
to challenge the scientific 
consensus on climate change
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During a Republican presidential debate in 2015, candidate 
Donald Trump was asked about a purported link between 
vaccines and autism in children. As shown by study after 
study, there is no link between autism and vaccines (Jain, 
Marshall, and Buikema 2015; Madsen et al. 2002). Yet  
millions of Americans watching the televised debate heard 
him say, “We had so many instances, people that work for  
me, just the other day, two years old, a beautiful child, went  
to have the vaccine, and came back, and a week later got  
a tremendous fever, got very, very sick, now is autistic”  
(Cha 2015). Similarly, candidate Trump in 2012 called climate 
change science a hoax perpetrated by the Chinese to make  
US manufacturing less competitive, blatantly dismissing the 
scientific consensus that climate change is real, caused by  
humans, and changing people’s lives now (Cook et al. 2016; 
Trump 2012; UCS n.d.a; HHS, n.d.). 

Subsequent false statements about voter fraud, the size  
of the inauguration crowd, inner-city crime, and crime com-
mitted by immigrants have raised the specter that inconvenient 
facts will be met not just with resistance but with misinfor-
mation. And while social science shows that human beings 
tend to champion evidence that supports their worldviews 
and downplay evidence that does not, the president of the 
United States should not enjoy the privilege of creating his 
own facts and misleading the American public with false 
statements. One of the president’s advisors even coined the 
phrase “alternative facts” to describe the president’s mis-
match between fact and fiction (Gajanan 2017). 

In the first six months of the Trump administration,  
senior-level government officials, misrepresenting or rejecting 
science, have declined to ban a pesticide known to damage 
public health (Box 1). The administration has disregarded  
and devalued the scientific consensus on climate change and 
other critical issues. It has dismissed independent scientists 

from federal advisory committees. And the president has  
not only yet to nominate a science adviser, but he also has left 
unfilled hundreds of other high-level science positions. 

Circumventing Guidance from  
Scientific Experts

The Trump administration has weakened committees that 
provide scientific advice to federal agencies and departments. 
For example, the administration announced it would not  
reappoint nine members to its Board of Scientific Counselors 
(BOSC) for the EPA’s Office of Research and Development 
(Reed 2017a). That decision was unusual: BOSC members 
typically serve two three-year terms, and the nine members 
not reappointed had only served their first three-year term. 
Prior to a House Science Committee hearing on May 23,  
EPA Chief of Staff Ryan T. Jackson attempted to interfere 
with the Congressional testimony of BOSC Chair Dr. Deborah 
Swackhamer. A series of emails obtained by the House Science 
Committee reveals that Jackson pressured Dr. Swackhamer  
to stick to the agency’s “talking points” and to remember  
that a decision had not been made regarding BOSC member 

Sidelining Independent Science Advice

[ chapter 2 ]

Candidate Trump in 2012 
called climate change 
science a hoax perpetrated 
by the Chinese to make 
US manufacturing less 
competitive.

http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-na-trump-presidential-lies-2017-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-na-trump-presidential-lies-2017-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-na-trump-presidential-lies-2017-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-na-trump-presidential-lies-2017-story.html
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On March 29, 2017, EPA administrator Scott Pruitt announced 
that his agency would decline to ban chlorpyrifos despite years 
of scientific study and deliberation indicating that the pesticide 
poses a clear risk to children, farmworkers, and users of rural 
drinking water. In doing so, the administration made a 180-degree 
turn from the EPA Office of Chemical Safety and Pollution 
Prevention’s scientific conclusion that chlorpyrifos has harm-
ful effects on children’s brain development (Stillerman 2017; 
EPA 2016a). In fact, EPA banned the use of chlorpyrifos 
indoors in 2000, citing concerns for the health of children.

Exposure to chlorpyrifos, which kills pests by interrupting 
the electrochemical processes in nerve cells, is already affecting 
families in Tulare County in California’s Central Valley, where 
those who live and work close to fruit and nut orchards are 
particularly at risk. When farmers spray the chemical on crops, 
the resulting plumes drift into homes, schools, and workplaces 
in the surrounding area. 

“We know this is dangerous for the children, but what are 
we supposed to do?” says Fidelia Moreles. Her five children 
suffer from asthma and bronchitis and have difficulty concen-
trating in school (Levin 2017). In a recent study of mothers and 
children living in the agricultural Salinas Valley of California, 
children living within a kilometer of farm fields that use  
chlorpyrifos and other neurotoxic pesticides exhibited 
lowered IQs and impaired verbal comprehension (Stillerman 

Box 1.

Disregarding Science Threatens Kids’ Health

When the pesticide chlorpyrifos is sprayed on corn, soybeans, and other crops, it can drift to neighboring communities. In 2016, after years of scientific 
study, the EPA concluded that chlorpyrifos can have harmful effects on child brain development. However, in 2017, under the leadership of the Trump  
administration, the agency announced that they would allow continued use of the neurotoxic pesticide.
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2017). Tulare County resident Domitila Lemus recounted  
a time when a pesticide spray drifted toward students in a 
school playground. “They were out of breath. Some were 
throwing up. . . . It’s a strong smell that gets into your head  
and hurts your brain.” Latino children living in California are 
91 percent more likely than white children to attend schools 
near areas of heavy pesticide use. Tulare County has some  
of the highest rates of poverty in California and some of   
the nation’s worst air quality (Levin 2017).

Chlorpyrifos is still widely sprayed on corn, soybeans, 
fruit and nut trees, brussels sprouts, broccoli, and other crops, 
with exposure to the chemical disproportionately affecting 
vulnerable communities (Stillerman 2017). Administrator 
Pruitt has not said what science he relied on to make his   
decision on chlorpyrifos. In June, it was revealed that  
Administrator Pruitt met with the CEO of Dow Chemical  
prior to making his decision to allow continued use of chlorpy-
rifos across the US (Biesecker 2017). And immediately after 
the decision, Dow Chemical, which sells chlorpyrifos, asked  
the EPA to set aside studies showing that the insecticide   
is harmful to children’s health, calling them flawed  
(Biesecker 2017b). Dow Chemical also wrote a $1 million 
check for President Trump’s inaugural activities, and   
Dow CEO Andrew Liveris chairs the White House  
manufacturing group (Gibbons 2016).
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dismissals. The move demonstrated a clear effort to downplay 
the removal of expert advisers from the BOSC by silencing its 
top scientist (Davenport 2017; Reed 2017b). Advice from the 
BOSC’s scientific experts helps ensure that the EPA’s research 
effectively informs critical policies that protect our environ-
ment and public health. For example, the board recommend-
ed how the EPA could better integrate social science into the 
Air, Climate, and Energy Research Program to facilitate the 
inclusion of a broad set of perspectives when addressing key 
environmental issues. 

sector-specific advice, good governance depends on transpar-
ency and openness to a broad range of stakeholders. President 
Trump created a task force of industry executives—the  
Strategic and Policy Forum—to provide guidance on econ-
omic policies. Comprised of representatives of the automo-
bile, food, and financial industries, the Forum has conducted 
meetings behind closed doors, possibly in violation of the 
Federal Advisory Committee Act, which requires full trans-
parency and public participation for committees making poli-
cy recommendations (Gerstein 2017). At one of its meetings, 
President Trump remarked, “We’re bringing back jobs, we’re 
bringing down your taxes. We’re getting rid of your regula-
tions” (Trump 2017a). 

Those regulations are public safeguards that, among  
virtually countless examples, prevent the use of pesticides 
that endanger child development, reduce stream degradation 
from mining operations, prevent workplace injuries, and set 
limits on carbon dioxide emissions from automobiles and 
power plants. We have not seen openness to the creation of  
a similar task force that represents the beneficiaries of the 
public protections provided by these regulations.  

Appointing Conflicted Officials

Candidate Trump promised to “drain the swamp” of former 
lobbyists serving in the federal government, but his actions in 
office go in the opposite direction. The president’s own clear 
conflicts of interest as well as those of his cabinet, combined 
with a growing lack of transparency, add to the vulnerability 
of science-based policy in this administration. 

The regulatory process is set up at science-based agencies 
so that technical experts can inform effective approaches  
to carry out their agencies’ missions and laws passed by Con-
gress. This process allows industry and other stakeholders  
to provide input, although it is not intended to override  
scientific evidence. We know from history that when indus-
try’s senior leaders and former lobbyists have the president’s 
ear and lead science-based agencies, scientific evidence can 
take a back seat in decision-making on science-based policy 
(Grossmann 2012). 

Even before entering office, President-Elect Trump’s 
transition team announced it would reverse policies designed 
to slow the revolving door between lobbyists and government 
officials, and during his first week in office, the president  
began weakening ethics requirements (Arnsdorf and Vogel 
2016). A presidential executive order covering executive 
branch appointees removed some ethics rules put in place  
by President Obama barring individuals from entering the 
administration in any capacity until a year after serving as 

Science becomes more  
vulnerable to political 
interference when officials 
have close ties to regulated
industries.

In April 2017, Attorney General Jeff Sessions ended sup-
port for the Department of Justice’s National Commission on 
Forensic Science (Bell 2017). The Trump administration also 
hindered the work of many science advisory panels of the  
Department of the Interior (DOI) by postponing meetings 
and freezing their charters (Streater 2017). Further, the ad-
ministration has yet to tap any of the science advice commit-
tees that served Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama, 
such as the President’s Council of Advisors on Science and 
Technology, the Council of Economic Advisers, and the  
National Science and Technology Council. 

On April 4, it was reported that leadership at the EPA 
interfered with the Congressional Budget Office’s assessment 
of the Honest and Open New EPA Science Treatment  
(HONEST) Act of 2017. The EPA suppressed the comments  
of its own analysts to support a claim that this bill would im-
pose little to no cost on the agency (Box 2, p. 23) (Dabbs 2017). 
This was another indication that, under the leadership of Ad-
ministrator Scott Pruitt, the EPA is unwilling to accept infor-
mation that undermines the policies it wants to put forward.

If scientists and public health experts do not provide  
independent advice to the government on understanding the 
natural world, highly technical issues, and threats to health, 
safety, and the environment, who will? Advice will be pro-
vided by those who seek to benefit specific interests rather 
than the public interest. 

Science becomes more vulnerable to political interfer-
ence when government officials have close ties to regulated 
industries. While officials and agencies can benefit from 
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On June 30, a senior EPA official told E&E News that  
Administrator Pruitt is launching a formal process to challenge  
established climate science involving a “red team/blue team” 
exercise (Holden 2017). The “red team” would challenge estab-
lished climate science and the “blue team” would respond. 
There is strong consensus among the scientific community 
that climate change is primarily caused by anthropogenic 
emissions of greenhouse gases, these emissions are increasing 
average global temperatures, and these changes have cascading 
effects on US public health. Multiple assessments of the US 
National Academy of Sciences have affirmed these core find-
ings. However, this scientific consensus has not stopped EPA 
Administrator Scott Pruitt from suggesting that there is no link 
between climate change and human generated greenhouse gas 
emissions, or that climate change impacts US public health. 
Administrator Pruitt said that a “red team/blue team” exercise 
would improve understanding of the health risks that climate 
change poses to the US, stating, “The American people need  
to have that type of honest, open discussion, and it’s some-
thing that we hope to provide as part of our leadership 
(Samenow, 2017).”

A “red team/blue team” exercise would politicize an 
inherently scientific issue, and undermine the peer-review 
process in which science is vetted by experts in the field. 
Indeed, ample opportunities for robust review of climate 
science have long existed through peer-reviewed journals, 
scientific meetings, and government-led assessments. Such 
“calls for special teams of investigators are not about honest 
scientific debate. They are dangerous attempts to elevate the 
status of minority opinions, and to undercut the legitimacy, 
objectivity, and transparency of existing climate science 
(Santer, Emanuel, and Oreskes, 2017).

Box 2.

EPA Administrator Pruitt Wants to Stir False Debate  
on Climate Change Science

Some have expressed concern that Administrator Pruitt  
is attempting to lay the groundwork for efforts to overturn the 
EPA’s 2009 endangerment finding that CO2 is harmful to US 
public health. Administrator Pruitt has attempted to overturn 
the EPA’s 2009 endangerment finding previously (Lehman  
and von Kaenel, 2016). Furthermore, the idea that the Trump 
administration would want to undo climate change legislation 
or policy is not unfounded given the administration’s record-
to-date and that several administration officials do not accept 
climate change science. Administrator Pruitt, Secretary  
Perry, Secretary Perdue, Secretary Zinke, Secretary Tillerson, 
Secretary Carson, and even President Trump himself are all  
on record denying the long-standing scientific consensus   
on climate change. 
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registered lobbyists (Trump 2017b; Arnsdorf 2017). President 
Trump’s order allows lobbyists to enter the administration 
immediately provided they not work on issues on which  
they lobbied during the previous two years. 

The President’s order also opens up more room for  
shadow lobbying. After leaving government service, indi- 
viduals take jobs with industry and then informally lobby  
the administration without registering as lobbyists (Schmidt 
and Lipton 2017). The executive order shortens the exit  
ban for all appointees except cabinet members, and it even 
allows officials to lobby their former agencies just one year 

after leaving the administration. The executive order allows 
waivers for certain unavoidable conflicts and removes a  
requirement to publicly disclose those waivers in the  
federal register. 

Several of President Trump’s political appointees have 
strong ties to the industries they now oversee. The fossil fuel 
industry had heavily funded EPA Administrator Scott Pruitt 
while he was attorney general of Oklahoma; he had even  
used the industry’s talking points verbatim in an official state 
letter (Davenport and Lipton 2017; Lipton 2014). As Oklahoma 
Attorney General, Pruitt sued the EPA 13 times and stated 

Administrator Pruitt has made many decisions to sideline science, 
and is on the record denying climate change science.

http://www.cnbc.com/2017/03/09/epa-chief-scott-pruitt.html
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that he does not think carbon dioxide pollution is a major con-
tributor to global warming (Mosbergen 2017; DiChristopher 
2017). Secretary of State Rex Tillerson was CEO of Exxon-
Mobil when nominated. Energy Secretary Rick Perry led the 
boards of Energy Transfer Partners LP and Sunoco Logistics 
Partners LP, which together developed the Dakota Access 
Pipeline project (Garrett and Farhi 2016). Perry, supported  
by the oil and gas industry during his own 2016 presidential 
run, is on record calling for the abolition of the agency that he 
now heads, dismisses climate change science, and has close 
ties to the fossil fuel industry (Reilly 2016; Murphy 2016; 
Braun 2016). Secretary of Agriculture Sonny Perdue, who  
also denies the evidence for climate change, has extensive  
ties to agribusiness (Reed 2017c; Salvador and Gilbert 2017). 
It is expected that President Trump will nominate a non- 
scientist as chief scientist for the US Department of Agri- 
culture (USDA) (Harvey and Eilperin 2017). 

Leaving Key Science Positions Vacant

President Trump has taken unusually long to fill many  
high-level science positions, signaling the low priority his  
administration places on science. At the top, he has yet to 
nominate a science adviser to direct the White House Office 
of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP). Established by 
Congress in 1976, the OSTP drives policies and regulations 
related to science, technology, and innovation, coordinates 
industry standards, advises the president on science and  
technology budget priorities, and provides the president  
with timely advice when a catastrophe occurs. It plays a  
crucial role in orchestrating interagency processes to tackle 
cross-cutting scientific issues. 

The president will break a strong tradition if he declines 
to appoint an adviser to guide him on scientific issues and 
leaves the country less prepared to meet emerging challenges. 
Every president since Harry S. Truman, with the exception  
of Richard Nixon, has had a science adviser in some capacity, 
although some presidents have made the appointment more 
quickly than others (Levitan 2016). President Obama appointed 
his chief science adviser weeks before his inauguration, while 
President George W. Bush nominated his science adviser five 
months after his inauguration (Kintisch 2008; Jones 2001). 

The Trump administration also has yet to fill a number  
of other science-related positions. In late February, asked 
about the 600+ unfilled senior-level positions, President 
Trump responded, “Well, a lot of those jobs, I don’t want to 
appoint because they’re unnecessary to have” (Trump 2017c). 
In his first 100 days, President Trump appointed people to  
fill only 11 science-related federal government positions.* And 
as of June 6, 2017, President Trump had announced nominees 
for only seven of 46 top science-related positions in the  
federal government requiring confirmation from the Senate 
(Mooney 2017). In the final weeks of June, the White House 
OSTP science division was left vacant as the three remaining 
employees, holdovers of the Obama Administration, departed. 
As one of four subdivisions of the OSTP, the science division 
provides critical guidance on policy issues such as STEM  
education, biotechnology, and crisis response (Alemany 2017).

*  UCS determined science-affiliated positions in the US federal government from a list of key science and technology positions in the 2008 National Academies  
of Sciences report, “Science and Technology for America’s Progress: Ensuring the Best Presidential Appointments in the New Administration.”

The president will break 
tradition if he declines 
to appoint an adviser on 
scientific issues. 
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Under the Trump administration, science has taken a back-
seat to political, ideological, and financial interests. When 
science is misrepresented or dismissed in decision making 
processes to address an inherently scientific issue, the federal 
government has sidelined science. This approach rarely con-
tradicts science directly; rather, it attempts to remove it en-
tirely through censorship or by distorting, denigrating, or 
dismissing scientific evidence. When decisions are made on 
scientific issues without being informed by science, one can 
logically question the basis of the decision. Did it benefit  
private and special interests over the public interest? 

The Trump administration and Congress are displaying  
a clear pattern of disregarding science to benefit priorities of 
polluting corporations at the expense of the public’s health 
and safety. Moreover, these decisions disproportionately hurt 
low-income communities and communities of color, which 
bear the heaviest burdens of pollution and other public  
health threats. 

Revoking Public Safeguards:  
The Congressional Review Act

In his first six months in office, President Trump signed  
an unprecedented 13 congressional resolutions rolling back 

science-based protections on clean and safe drinking water 
and protections instituted to ensure that workers are not  
exposed to harmful chemicals (CSS 2017). Each had been  
developed over years with thousands of hours of research  
and study; scientific experts, industry leaders, and other 
stakeholders had multiple opportunities to comment on  
and shape these now defunct rules. 

To accomplish this reversal, Congress and the president 
exploited the Congressional Review Act (CRA), a tool used 
only one other time since its enactment in 1996. The CRA  
allows Congress to render regulations issued within 60 days 
of the end of House or Senate sessions null and void. The 

Placing Profits over Public Protections

[ chapter 3 ]

Congress and the president 
exploited the Congressional 
Review Act, a tool used 
only one other time since 
its enactment in 1996. 

Lower Bad Creek, in Leslie County, KY, has become contaminated since  
mountaintop removal mining began on the hills above it. In February 2016,  
Congress used the Congressional Review Act to overturn the Stream Protection 
Rule, rolling back requirements for mining companies to monitor conditions  
of nearby streams and exposing Americans to birth defects, cancer, and other 
health risks stemming from contaminated water.
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Trump administration embraced attempts by members  
of Congress to repeal science-based rules. 

Congress used the CRA to overturn the Department of 
the Interior’s science-based Stream Protection Rule, which 
required mining companies to test and monitor the condition 
of streams potentially affected by mountaintop removal min-
ing (OSMRE 2017). Without this data-collection requirement, 
the DOI is less equipped to make evidence-based decisions  
on mining permits. This will make it harder to improve the 
quality of streams, their ecosystems, and the communities 
that live near them, making it more likely that Americans  
will see their water sources and their environment degraded 
(Wasson 2016). The department had put the regulation in 
place based on scientific evidence of a causal link between 
mountaintop coal mining and higher rates of birth defects, 
cancer, and cardiovascular and respiratory diseases in nearby 
communities (Esch and Hendryx 2011; Ahern et al. 2011;  
Hendryx and Ahern 2008; Hendryx, O’Donnell, and Horn 
2008; Alliance for Appalachia n.d.). Moreover, mountaintop 
removal results in more pollution to drinking water sources 
than other types of coal mining (Cappiello and Borenstein 
2014). According to a 2012 study of systems providing water 
to over one million residents in 14 West Virginia counties,  
violations of safe drinking water standards were seven times 
more likely in mining than in non-mining counties (Hendryx, 
Fulk, and McGinley et al. 2012). 

Representatives Bill Johnson of Ohio and Evan Jen-
kins and David McKinley of West Virginia were among the 
sponsors of the legislation to repeal the Stream Protection 
Rule. These legislators, who have received over $1 million in  
political contributions from the mining industry, echoed the 
talking points of the National Mining Association and Murray 
Energy Company in their statements supporting the rule’s 
repeal (Johnson 2016; Conti 2015; CRP n.d.a; CRP n.d.b;  
CRP n.d.c; NMA n.d.). The CEO of Murray Energy was among 
those on hand to watch as President Trump signed the CRA 
resolution into law (Rushe 2017). 

Preventing the Integration of Science  
in the Rulemaking Process

While Congress has overturned science-based rules, the 
Trump administration has followed suit even without con-
gressional action. A clear example of the administration’s  
anti-regulatory fervor and approach to science-based policy-
making is a January executive order requiring federal agencies 
to identify for elimination two regulations of equal or greater 
costs to industry for every new regulation issued (Trump 
2017d). In effect, the order puts federal agencies in the 

position of choosing which threats to public health and  
safety to remove in order to address a newly identified need. 
It dramatically slows or even halts the work of agencies to  
put protections in place no matter how urgent the need. 

The two-for-one executive order also puts profits over 
people; it emphasizes rules’ costs to industry while failing  
to consider science-based benefits to the public, even in  
agencies that have clear public health missions like the CDC, 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), or the 
EPA. The order relies heavily on methodology that favors the 
inclusion of costs to the regulated industry without a fair con-
sideration of the monetized benefits to public health, safety, 
and the environment. The Office of Management and Budget’s 
Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs issued interim 
guidance to agencies, detailing how agencies should repeal 
regulations to offset the costs of new rules (Mancini 2017). 
Truly balanced decisions would not only consider costs to 
industry but also benefits to public health. For example, the 
cumulative net benefits of the Clean Air Act are expected to 
have an estimated $60 trillion value over the time between  
its inception in 1970 out to 2020 (UCS 2011). 

Ironically, repealing rules often has little impact on  
industry costs—as much of these are already incurred and 
cannot be recovered—yet it foregoes future benefits arising 
from those rules. For example, requiring pollution reduction 
equipment results in upfront costs, but the benefits accrue 
over generations. In effect, the two-for-one rule makes the 
task of implementing a new public health or safety protection 
so difficult that the end result is likely to be a halt to the  
regulatory process altogether. 

Rolling Back Climate Change Safeguards

Policies to limit global warming emissions and prepare for 
and mitigate the impact of climate change are clear targets for 
President Trump. In its first six months, the administration 
weakened climate-related policies  at several federal 
agencies.

The two-for-one executive
order puts profits over 
people, emphasizing costs
to industry while failing 
to consider benefits to the
public.

https://www.opensecrets.org/politicians/contrib.php?cycle=Career&type=I&cid=N00032088&newMem=N&recs=20
https://www.opensecrets.org/politicians/contrib.php?cycle=Career&type=I&cid=N00031681&newMem=N&recs=20
http://billjohnson.house.gov/news/documentsingle.aspx?DocumentID=399114
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The Trump administration is rolling back many science-informed policies that safeguard Americans from the impacts of climate change.

m
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NullIfING ClImAte ChANGe effoRtS

On June 1, President Trump officially announced that he 
would take action to withdraw the US from the Paris Agree-
ment. Initially adopted on December 12, 2015, the Agreement 
was celebrated as a diplomatic triumph and represents a mul-
tilateral effort to confront and address the climate change 
crisis. Nations worldwide set aside differences, recognizing 
that the threat of climate change to future economic strength, 
public health, and environmental protection is imminent and 
severe (Meyer 2017). They also recognize the significant eco-
nomic and public health benefits the world stands to gain  
by transitioning to cleaner forms of energy. The Agreement 
requires that members put forward their best efforts through 
voluntary “nationally determined contributions,” with a 
ratchet mechanism to raise the ambition of these pledges over 
time, in line with the long-term temperature goal of the Paris 
Agreement of “holding the increase in the global average tem-
perature to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels and 
pursuing efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C 
above pre-industrial levels” (UNFCCC 2015). It also aims to 
strengthen the abilities of countries to deal with the effects of 

climate change (UNFCCC 2017). President Trump’s decision 
to withdraw demonstrates a blatant disregard for the threat 
of climate change—and the impacts that Americans are  
already experiencing—and a devaluation of climate change 
science. Despite his attempts to undermine near-term federal 
action, US states, cities, businesses and everyday Americans—
along with countries around the world—have demonstrated  
a strong, joint resolve to continue to work together to fulfill 
the promise of the Paris Agreement. 

President Trump’s decision 
to withdraw demonstrates 
a blatant disregard for the 
threat of climate change—
and the impacts that 
Americans are already 
experiencing.
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President Trump showed the same disregard on March 
28 when he signed the Presidential Executive Order on Pro-
moting Energy Independence and Economic Growth, target-
ing a slew of Obama-era regulations and other actions aimed 
at reducing the US carbon footprint and preparing the coun-
try for climate change. The order demands a review of all reg-
ulations deemed to threaten domestic energy production to 
ensure that the costs to industry do not outweigh the benefits 
to the public even if an overall societal cost-benefit analysis 
had been conducted already (Trump 2017e). It primarily  
removes energy producers’ and automakers’ obligations to 
consider the consequences of their actions on climate change.

This executive order impedes progress on issues sur-
rounding climate change and national security. It requires a 
review of the Clean Power Plan, which will result in suspend-
ing, revising, or rescinding the plan. Yet the Clean Power 
Plan, promulgated under the Clean Air Act and finalized  
by the EPA in 2015, is firmly grounded in law and extensive 
science. It is underpinned by a 2007 Supreme Court ruling in 
Massachusetts v. EPA and the EPA’s Endangerment finding, 
which established that carbon dioxide emissions are a threat 
to public health and welfare (Massachusetts v. EPA 2007). 

to reconsider any rule that could “potentially burden the de-
velopment or use of domestically produced energy resources, 
with particular attention to oil, natural gas, coal, and nuclear 
energy resources.” This provision could lead to increased 
waste of natural gas, weakened fuel efficiency standards,  
and the construction of the Keystone and Dakota Access  
pipelines, which could impact endangered species, increase 
greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere, and pollute 
drinking water (Baker and Davenport 2017; Brady 2017).

SlowING INNovAtIoN: vehICle fuel  
eCoNomy StANdARdS

Since President George W. Bush signed the 2007 Energy Bill, 
we have seen an astounding and profitable transformation  
in the transportation sector, particularly regarding the rapid 
improvement in the fuel efficiency of passenger vehicles after 
decades of stagnation. As transportation emissions account 
for about one-third of US heat-trapping carbon emissions,  
primarily from burning gasoline, improving fuel economy  
is essential to address emissions from this sector.

In the last days of the Obama administration, the EPA 
finalized a determination on light-duty vehicle global warm-
ing emissions standards for 2022 to 2025, finding the stan-
dards to be achievable and affordable (EPA 2017a). The EPA 
had spent years and millions of taxpayer dollars on research 
and analysis. Independent research showed that increased 
fuel economy would especially benefit lower-income 

The order removes 
energy producers’ and 
automakers’ obligations to 
consider the consequences 
of their actions on climate 
change.

This order also rescinds the Council on Environmental 
Quality’s guidance requiring federal agencies to consider cli-
mate impacts in National Environmental Policy Act reviews 
for federal actions. Along with that, it orders the Interagency 
Working Group on the Social Cost of Greenhouse Gases to  
be disbanded and its documents withdrawn. The work of this 
group has been beneficial for understanding monetary costs 
associated with the release of carbon dioxide into the atmo-
sphere. Its scientifically based calculations account for a  
variety of factors, including the destruction of property due  
to weather events, declining agricultural and labor produc-
tivity, and elevated mortality rates (Interagency Working 
Group on Social Cost of Carbon 2010). The work of this  
group has informed 79 science-based safeguards (GAO 2014). 

Not only does the order rescind the EPA’s efforts to limit 
heat-trapping air pollutants, but it also requires the agency  

In February 2017, at the urging of the industry group, the Alliance of Automobile 
Manufacturers, the EPA and DOT delayed new emissions standards for light-
duty vehicles for 2022 to 2025, a determination the EPA had previously declared 
to be achievable and affordable. Delaying implementation of these standards 
means denying consumers the chance to save money on fuel and improve  
air quality.
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http://blog.ucsusa.org/dave-cooke/epa-pulls-back-sound-policy-judgment-at-behest-of-auto-industry
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/2017/01/impact-keystone-dakota-access-pipeline-environment-global-warming-oil-health/
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individuals because savings on fuel as a percent of income 
would be greatest for such households (Greene, Welch,  
and Baker 2016). 

In February 2017, however, the Alliance of Automobile 
Manufacturers urged the agency to withdraw the Final  
Determination on the Appropriateness of the Model Year 
2022–2025 Light-Duty Vehicle Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
Standards (Bainwol et al. 2017). In March, the EPA and the 
US Department of Transportation (DOT) announced they 
would pull back the EPA’s determination and conduct a thor-
ough review to ensure that the program is “good for consumers 
and good for the environment” (EPA 2017b). The administra-
tion did not consult any of the EPA experts who had worked 
on this rule for years. As justification for the change, the EPA 
cited only the letter from the Alliance of Automobile Manu-
facturers. A delay in this cost-saving and emissions-reducing 
measure will hurt all Americans (Restuccia 2017; EPA 2017a). 

StoPPING dAtA ColleCtIoN oN methANe emISSIoNS 

The explosive gas methane, with 30 times the heat-trapping 
effect of carbon dioxide, is released in large quantities  
during oil and gas drilling and from leaks in gas pipelines. 
In November 2016, the EPA issued a final Information Collec-
tion Request to oil and gas operations, seeking information  
to help the agency understand existing sources of methane 
emissions and the technologies used to reduce them (EPA 
2016b; EPA 2016c). The agency planned to use the results  
to determine the best ways to reduce methane and other  
polluting emissions from oil and gas sources. These data 
would fill a gap in reporting requirements of the EPA’s  
Greenhouse Gas Reporting Program, which currently do  
not cover certain emission sources, and it would have made  
it easier to base future safeguards on strong evidence  
(EPA 2016b). 

On March 1, 2017, nine attorneys general from states  
with strong oil and gas industry interests and the governors  
of Texas and Montana asked EPA Administrator Pruitt to  
suspend the information request because of its “onerous  
burden” on industry (Paxton et al. 2017). Just one day later, 

the EPA withdrew the request so that Pruitt could “assess  
the need for the information that the agency was collecting” 
(EPA 2017c). In his first interview on CNBC as administrator, 
Pruitt referred to the EPA’s decision saying, “We’ve with-
drawn that after hearing from industry.” Several other times, 
he mentioned his commitment to “making sure we’re listen-
ing to thosein industry and how it’s going to impact them as 
rules are passed” (CNBC 2017). Administrator Pruitt never  
mentioned public health. 

NIxING methANe emISSIoN StANdARdS uNdeR  
the CleAN AIR ACt

In May 2016, in response to a growing body of research  
showing the important contribution of methane emissions  
to global warming pollution in the United States, the EPA  
issued a rule to set methane emissions standards (EPA 2016d). 
In response to industry opposition and petitions from the 
American Petroleum Institute, Texas Oil and Gas Association, 
Independent Associations, and GPA Midstream Association, 
in April 2017, the EPA informed them that the agency found 

Independent research 
showed that increased fuel 
economy would especially 
benefit lower-income 
individuals.
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By delaying the 2015 ground-level ozone rule, the Trump administration is 
putting Americans’ respiratory health at risk.
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fault with the rule (Pruitt 2017). The agency announced plans 
to issue a 90-day stay of the compliance date for methane 
emissions monitoring requirements (EPA 2017d). 

The methane emissions standards, which would hold oil 
and gas companies accountable for their emissions, are vital 
to protecting public health and reducing the risk of climate 
change. Increases in methane also can lead to increases in 
extraction co-pollutants such as ground-level ozone, benzene, 
formaldehyde, and hydrogen sulfide, some of which can  
trigger asthma and even cancer (Deyette et al. 2015). 

Weakening Pollution Standards

Beyond climate-related policies, the administration has  
targeted several science-based pollution standards designed 
to protect public health.

SettING bACk PRoteCtIoNS oN ReSPIRAtoRy  
heAlth: ozoNe Rule

Asthma, a serious respiratory condition, affects one out of 
every 10 children in the United States and nearly as many 
adults (CDC 2011). Scientists have long understood that 
ground-level ozone pollution is a primary trigger for asthma 
attacks and other cardiovascular and respiratory conditions. 
However, industry trade groups, notably the American Petro-
leum Institute and the National Association of Manufactures, 
have long sowed doubt around the science illustrating the 
association between high ozone levels and negative health  
impacts (Reilly 2015).
 On June 5, the Trump administration issued a one-year 
delay in implementing the EPA’s 2015 ambient ground-level 
ozone rule, a public health protection based on long-held, 
solid science (Cama 2017). As Oklahoma attorney general, 
Scott Pruitt had sued the EPA over the rule (as well as several 
other pollution rules) (Dennis 2017a). As EPA’s administrator, 
he quickly sought to postpone the agency’s oral argument  
in the US Court of Appeals case so the agency could “recon-
sider” the rule (Eilperin 2017). 

The 2015 rule was a long time in coming. Both the 
George W. Bush and Obama administrations had delayed  
action. In 2013, the agency’s Science Advisory Board recom-
mended a standard in the range of 60 to 70 parts per billion 
(ppb), noting the potential for harm at the upper end of  
that range. In a 2013 letter to then EPA administrator Gina 
McCarthy, they wrote, “Although a level of 70 ppb is more 
protective of public health than the current standard, it may 
not meet the statutory requirement to protect public health 
with an adequate margin of safety. . . . [T]hus, our policy  
advice is to set the level of the standard lower than 70 ppb.” 

The EPA finalized a rule in 2015, setting the standard  
at 70 ppb (Goldman et al. 2017). Administrator Pruitt’s  
efforts to further delay enforcement of this rule put children 
with asthma, the elderly, and adults with lung illnesses at 
continued risk of harm. 

exPoSING kIdS to CoAl wASte:  
the CoAl PlANt wAStewAteR Rule

Exposure to heavy metals can cause developmental issues  
in children and other serious public health problems, along 
with damage to ecological systems (Tchounwou et al. 2014; 
Singh et al. 2011). Nonetheless, in April, Administrator Pruitt 
announced that the EPA would delay and reconsider its  
regulation aimed at limiting the amounts of toxic metals 
(lead, mercury, arsenic, and other heavy metals) that power 
plants may release into public waterways (Dennis 2017b). 

According to the rule, power plants had till 2018 to show 
they were using modern techniques for removing heavy metals 
from wastewater (Federal Register 2015). On March 24, 2017, 
the Utility Water Act Group, part of a legal firm representing 
the water industry, petitioned the EPA to reconsider the rule. 
The next month, the EPA announced it would stay and review 
the rule, noting it would be “appropriate and in the public 
interest” to do so (EPA 2017e; Dennis 2017b). The reconsid-
eration of this science-based rule will pose the greatest 
threats to communities nearest coal plants.

hARmING ChIldReN’S develoPmeNt:  
the meRCuRy ANd AIR toxICS StANdARdS Rule

Mercury emissions are particularly troubling, with serious 
health impacts for women of childbearing age, babies  
in utero, infants, and young children (EPA n.d.a). When  
converted to methylmercury (a neurotoxin) and ingested, 
mercury can impair vision and speech; longer-term effects  
on children include impairing their ability to think and learn. 
 Despite this well-understood science, the Trump admin-
istration has delayed public health protections on mercury 
and air toxics pollution. On April 18, 2017, rather than defend 

Despite this well-
understood science, the 
Trump administration 
has delayed public health 
protections on mercury 
and air toxics pollution.
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The EPA Risk Management Plan is a commonsense provision to protect Americans from the harmful effects of toxic chemicals released from manufacturing plants.  
In Houston, where chemical plants have been placed, residents are already experiencing higher risk of lung disease.
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its Mercury and Air Toxics Standards (MATS) rule in court, 
the EPA asked the US Court of Appeals to delay oral argu-
ments for a legal challenge “in order to give the time to fully 
review” the case. The challenge was brought against the EPA 
by 15 state attorneys general and several companies (Eilperin 
and Dennis 2017). EPA Administrator Pruitt was attorney 
general of Oklahoma when it joined the list of states seeking 
to overturn this rule. The National Mining Association, a 
trade group, has opposed the rule for years (Guillén and 
Whieldon 2017).

In the 1990s, Congress gave the EPA authority to regulate 
metal byproducts of burning coal, and the agency settled on 
standards for these toxins in 2011 (EPA 2011). The MATS rule 
would establish standards for power plants emitting mercury, 
lead, and other airborne toxins at least as stringent as the 
emission reductions achieved by the average of the top 12 per-
cent best controlled sources (EPA n.d.b). The rule would have 
multiple benefits, including preventing up to 11,000 premature 
deaths, 4,700 heart attacks, and 130,000 asthma attacks annu-
ally. It has been projected to save up to $90 billion in health 
expenses and lost work days (EPA n.d.c). 

Undermining Protections from  
Hazards at Work and Home

RISkING ChemICAl dISASteRS:  
the ePA RISk mANAGemeNt PlAN 

Businesses across the country manufacture, use, and store 
chemicals that are often toxic or volatile and pose grave risks 
to workers, neighbors, and first responders. On average in  

recent years, approximately 150 catastrophic accidents have 
occurred annually at these facilities. Currently, the EPA Risk 
Management Plan (RMP) program requires industrial facili-
ties to maintain some documentation about what chemicals 
are on site. However, the public, first responders, and local 
authorities have only limited access to crucial information 
about the chemicals and companies’ plans to avert or deal 
with accidental chemical releases. 

In 2016, to better protect workers, first responders,  
and neighboring communities, the EPA amended the RMP 
requirements to improve safety and transparency at facilities 
that use or store large amounts of dangerous chemicals. Ma-
jor industrial facilities, including oil and gas companies, have 
strongly opposed the amendments. A coalition, including the 
American Chemistry Council, the American Forest & Paper 
Association, the American Fuel & Petrochemical Manufacturers, 
the America Petroleum Institute, the US Chamber of Com-
merce, the National Association of Manufacturers, and the 

The 2016 EPA Risk 
Management Plan rule is 
a commonsense, science-
based provision designed 
to regulate industrial 
facilities that release toxic 
chemicals.
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Utility Air Regulatory Group, asked Administrator Pruitt in 
February 2017 to stay the final rule. As attorney general of 
Oklahoma, Scott Pruitt and 10 other attorneys general had 
petitioned EPA in July 2016 to withdraw the proposed  
rule (Rodriguez 2016; Lafolla 2014). 

In March 2017, the EPA granted a 90-day stay of the  
RMP amendments, delaying the effective implementation 
date to June 19, 2017 (Federal Register 2017a). On June 9, the 
EPA issued a final ruling to further delay the effective date  
of the Risk Management Plan rule to February 19, 2019  
(Federal Register 2017b). 

law, reforming the Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA) and 
revising the regulatory process for American chemical safety 
in consumer products. The reformed law was long overdue as 
our policies for protecting Americans from unsafe chemicals 
were inadequate and outdated. While the original TSCA law 
granted the EPA the power to regulate chemicals harmful  
to public health, it was difficult for the agency to enact such 
regulation in practice. This was partly because the EPA had 
difficulty obtaining the data necessary to determine the risks 
chemicals presented to public health and the environment. 
Industries are not particularly motivated to provide evidence 
that their products cause harm if they are making a profit  
off of them; thus, the agency faced a high burden of proof.  
Additionally, the law was difficult for the EPA to implement 
as the agency had to consider the costs of regulation in decid-
ing what makes the risk “unreasonable.” As a result, out of 
over 80,000 chemicals on the market in the US, only nine 
chemicals were banned in four decades under the former 
TSCA legislation (Harrington, 2016). 

Since Congress passed TSCA reform, the EPA has 
worked to finalize three framework rules to determine the 
process by which the agency will evaluate health and envi-
ronmental risks of chemicals, as well as a requirement for  
industry to report chemicals manufactured or processed in 
the US during the last 10 years. The draft version of these 
rules had bipartisan support from Congress as well as the 
Obama administration, and incorporated extensive feed- 
back from both the public and industry. 
 The draft rules were changed before they were 
finalized on June 22 by EPA Deputy Assistant Administrator 
Dr. Nancy Beck, who had most recently served as the senior 
director of regulatory science policy at the American Chem-
istry Council, the chemical industry’s leading lobbying 
and trade group. Career EPA employees with long-term 
experience working on chemical safety expressed concern 
about these changes in a memo sent by the head of the 
EPA’s Waste and Chemical Enforcement Division to Wendy 
Cleland-Hamnett, the acting assistant administrator of the 
EPA’s chemical office (Snider and Guillèn, 2017). Of particular 
concern was that under the revised rules, the EPA would  
not evaluate risks to human health from all possible exposure 
pathways for a chemical, only those pathways considered 

People of color and in 
poverty will continue
to shoulder the health 
impacts from accidents
at chemical facilities.

The 2016 EPA Risk Management Plan rule is a common-
sense, science-based provision designed to regulate industrial 
facilities that release toxic chemicals (EPA n.d.d). A signifi-
cantly greater percentage of African Americans, Latinos, and 
people in poverty live near these facilities, increasing their 
risk for exposure to chemical releases. For example, residents 
in Houston communities with RMP facilities have a higher 
risk of developing or worsening lung diseases such as  
asthma and chronic bronchitis due to exposure to high  
concentrations of toxic air pollutants including chromium 
compounds (White et al. 2016).

The amended RMP would have made facilities safer for 
surrounding communities, reduced the risk of explosions, 
leaks, and other chemical accidents, and helped ensure that 
first responders were well informed and protected. The rule 
also would have improved public access to information about 
the chemicals stored at and risks posed by facilities. While 
the original rule will remain in place even if the amendments 
are rolled back or delayed indefinitely, the status quo is not 
good enough, and people of color and in poverty will continue 
to bear the brunt of health impacts from accidents and spills 
at these facilities.

AbANdoNING the oPPoRtuNIty to StReNGtheN 
ChemICAl SAfety ReGulAtIoN: the toxIC SubStANCeS 
CoNtRol ACt

On June 22, 2016, President Barack Obama signed the Frank 
R. Lautenberg Chemical Safety for the 21st Century Act into 

A lack of data on all 
possible exposures 
may lead to wide use of 
dangerous chemicals.
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Myriad proposals in the 115th Congress would severely restrict 
the ability of federal agencies to use science when instituting 
public health, safety, and environmental protections. While 
such attacks are not new, the current political climate and a 
president willing to undercut federal science and roll back 
public health, safety, and environmental safeguards gives the 
proposals a greater chance of becoming law (Goldman et al. 
2017; Rosenberg et al. 2015). 

Federal agencies have authority to gather scientific infor-
mation and issue rules and regulations in response to threats 
to the public. The process allows for the scientific community 
and the public to provide input into agency decisionmaking. 
However, Congress is considering several ways to dismantle 
this process. For example, the proposed Regulatory Account-
ability Act would take a “paralysis by analysis” approach to 
science-based decisionmaking by requiring agencies to 
conduct superfluous analyses and hold adversarial, trial-like 
hearings that would enable regulated industries to undermine 
independent science informing agency decisions. Adding more 
red tape to an already slow and deliberate process and other 
types of so-called regulatory reforms would add burdensome 
requirements for federal agencies before they can protect  
the public through science-based safeguards. In effect,   
these reforms will make it increasingly difficult if not nearly 
impossible for agencies to issue science-based rules.

Other proposals would shift more power to Congress 
from executive branch agencies when it comes to science-
based decisionmaking. For example, the proposed Regulations 
from the Executive in Need of Scrutiny (REINS) Act would 
allow Congress to override science-based rules developed at 
federal agencies, undercutting the role of technical expertise. 
Under such proposals, science-based public health and safety 

Box 3.

Congress Assaults Science-Based Decisionmaking
protections could essentially become a popularity contest  
in Congress and more vulnerable to political interference.

Other congressional proposals would further under-  
mine the role of independent science in advising government 
decisions. For example, the proposed EPA Science Advisory 
Board Reform Act would discourage academics from serving 
on EPA’s board of independent scientists, which advises the 
agency on science policy decisions. It also would open a door 
to inappropriate influence from regulated industries on 
science advisory committees through provisions that would 
discourage academic scientists from serving and provide 
minimal scrutiny of representatives from industry. The 
HONEST Act, though innocuous sounding, would prevent  
the EPA from using data in regulatory decisions if those data 
are not publicly available. Though versions of the bill have 
included exemptions, the bill raises concerns given that much 
of the data that EPA uses cannot be made publicly available 
due to considerations related to patient privacy, intellectual 
property, and confidential business information, but they are 
critical to research the agency requires to develop effective 
policies. 

Some congressional activity seeks to undermine bedrock 
environmental laws, including the highly effective Endangered 
Species Act. The act had been designed to be resistant to  
political influence, enabling federal agencies to make deci-
sions based on science alone. At the same time, it gives states, 
farmers, ranchers, and other stakeholders ensure significant 
input to minimize harm to their interests as protections are 
developed. Proposals to “reform” the Endangered Species  
Act would lead to undue political influence in what should  
be a science-based process. 

to be of the highest risk. Public health and environmental 
groups have argued that a lack of data on all possible 
exposures may lead to wide use of dangerous chemicals 
(Snider and Guillèn, 2017).   

NeGleCtING woRkeR SAfety: 
oShA’S woRk-RelAted INjuRIeS Rule

Job hazards in the United States kill over 4,800 workers  
a year (13 every day) and seriously injure another 3 million 
individuals in the private sector alone. 
 On April 4, 2017, President Trump signed a CRA reso-
lution to overturn a decades-long and critical element of  
protecting our nation’s workforce from irresponsible 

employers (NSC Congress & Expo 2017). The resolution now 
permanently removes the ability of the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (OSHA) to cite employers with  
a history and pattern of record keeping violations related to 
workplace injuries and illnesses. Although employers still 
must retain injury and illness records for five years, OSHA 
can no longer enforce any violations prior to six months from 
the citation date. This places an additional onus on OSHA, 
with its limited budget and inspection resources, to catch 
poor record keeping within six months. It also effectively  
precludes the imposition of large OSHA record keeping  
fines that had been a strong incentive for entire industries  
to institute healthy and safety improvements.
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Decades in the making, an OSHA rule to limit workers’ exposure to silica dust 
was delayed in April 2017. It is expected that this rule would prevent the loss  
of 600 lives per year, yet it continues to be postponed.

The administration  
has proven to be a willing 
partner in rolling back 
public protections and 
putting industry first.

 Accurate records of work-related injuries and illnesses 
are key to identifying, correcting, and preventing the hazards 
and exposures that cause them. OSHA also relies on accurate 
records to allocate resources for inspection, enforcement,  
and assisting employers with compliance. The Department  
of Labor uses them to publish statistics on occupation injury 
and illness rates, providing important data for research on 
occupational safety and health.

SICkeNING mINeR ANd CoNStRuCtIoN woRkeRS:  
SIlICA Rule delAy

Workers in a variety of industries and occupations, including 
construction, sandblasting, mining, and pharmaceuticals, are 
exposed to dust from crystalline silica. Cutting, grinding, 
drilling, or mining silica-containing materials creates a fine 
dust that when inhaled may result in silicosis, an aggressive 
and irreversible lung disease. Exposure to silica dust also is 
linked to lung cancer, other respiratory illnesses, and chronic 
kidney disease. Evidence for this has been known and mount-
ing since the 1930s, and the National Institute for Occupa-
tional Safety and Health (NIOSH) published a recommended 
exposure standard in 1974. Thirty-seven years later, in 2011, 
OSHA proposed a draft rule in line with that recommenda-
tion. Once implemented, the new rule would prevent the loss 
of 600 lives per year and provide a net economic benefit of 
$7.7 billion annually. 

exPoSING woRkeRS to ChemICAl hAzARdS:  
the beRyllIum Rule

The metal beryllium is widely used—from aerospace, defense, 
and telecommunications to the automotive, electronic, con-
struction, shipyard, and medical specialty industries. It is  
also highly dangerous, and the health effects of exposure have 
been known since the 1930s. It is a known carcinogen and the 
cause of chronic beryllium disease, a devastating, incurable, 
and often fatal illness.
 OSHA first proposed tightening the standard for beryl-
lium in 1975. Forty years in the making, the rule was finalized 
in January 2017 with an effective date of February 1 (DOL 
n.d.). In late January and in response to a presidential directive 
in a memo entitled “Regulatory Freeze Pending Review,” 
OSHA delayed the effective date until March 10. It was then 
delayed another two months, complying with requests from 
the construction industry (Federal Register 2017c; Federal  
Register 2017d). In April, OSHA announced it would delay 
enforcement in the construction industry until September 
(Meier and Ivory 2017). Until the rule takes effect, workers 
will continue to be exposed to beryllium at levels clearly 
known to be unsafe. OSHA estimates that approximately 
62,000 workers are potentially exposed to beryllium in  
some 7,300 US establishments.
 The “permissible exposure limit” (PEL) that currently 
applies to beryllium was set in 1949 by the Atomic Energy 

 Despite nearly 40 years of evidence, in April the Depart-
ment of Labor announced a 90-day delay in enforcement of 
the silica dust rule to further analyze its impact on the con-
struction industry; the Construction Industry Safety Coalition 
has asked the agency to delay enforcement for a year or longer 
(DOL 2017; NAHB 2017; Hammock 2015). Already, instead of 
what should have been a 120-day review period by the Office 
of Management and Budget, it had taken OSHA four years  
to issue a final and updated silica rule. Industry pushed back 
strongly against that OSHA proposal: the American Chemistry 
Council said it could increase the chemical industry’s costs 
and attempted to cast doubt on the scientific justification  
for the standard (Lafolla 2014). 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/03/21/2017-05569/occupational-exposure-to-beryllium-further-delay-of-effective-date
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Commission at 2 micrograms per cubic meter (µg/m3). This 
level was known as the “taxicab standard” because an Atomic 
Energy Commission hygienist and a consulting physician  
decided on it while riding in a taxicab. They reached the 
number without an epidemiological basis and despite a 1949 
study showing that beryllium exposure at levels as low as 
.01µg/m3 for 24 hours was harmful to workers’ health (Eisenbud 
1949). In 1975, OSHA proposed cutting the PEL to half of the 
taxicab standard, and two years later NIOSH pushed to lower 
it further. Labor unions petitioned OSHA to lower the stan-
dard in 1999 and in 2001. In 2016, after a long rulemaking 
process, OSHA proposed to lower the PEL to 0.2 µg/m3. 

delAyING the PublIC’S RIGht to kNow About  
SuGARS IN food

The FDA announced in early June that it would extend  
compliance dates to meet the Revision of Nutrition and  
Supplement Facts Labels rule (Choi 2017). The rule would 
ensure that nutrition labels include a separate line for added 
sugars and the percent daily value (%DV) that amount repre-
sents (Federal Register 2016). This rule was finalized  
in May 2016 and FDA originally gave companies until July 26, 
2018 to comply. The rule was put in place due to scientific 
evidence linking excessive sugar consumption to public 
health issues including tooth decay, type 2 diabetes, and  
cardiovascular disease (Goldman et al. 2014). 
 The FDA’s plan to extend compliance dates for this rule 
comes after the food industry’s requests to the Department  
of Health and Human Services that the rule’s enforcement be 
delayed (Food and Beverage Issue Alliance 2016). According 
to the FDA’s economic analysis, the benefits of the rule would 
range between $0.2 and $5 billion (Federal Register 2016). 
The delay in implementation of this rule will mean that the 
realization of these benefits, as well as safeguards to public 
health, will be stalled.  

Placing Profits over People

Governmental protections place a necessary and vital check 
on industrial and other operations that can put our and our 
children’s health and safety at risk. These safeguards help 
keep our air, water, and food clean and our workplaces, 
homes, and communities safe. When industry exerts undue 
influence that prevents government from making decisions 
based on science, it prioritizes private and special interests 
over the public good and undermines our democracy. The 
Trump administration has proven to be a willing partner in 
rolling back public protections and putting industry first,  
delaying the implementation or enforcement of science-based 

In June 2017, the FDA announced a delay in enforcing the Revision of Nutrition 
and Supplement Facts Labels rule, which ensures that nutrition labels clearly 
call out added sugars. Overconsumption of sugary foods puts Americans,  
especially children, at risk for tooth decay, type 2 diabetes, and cardiovascular 
disease.

rules. In his first several months in office, the list of stalled 
agency rules is long, with little evidence to support the delays 
beyond letters, petitions, and requests from industry or their 
trade associations. 
 Delays will have real-world consequences for our health, 
safety, and environment. Every day that goes by without a  
silica rule in place, workers are exposed to harmful silica 
dust. Every day without a coal plant wastewater rule in  
place, heavy metals cause developmental issues in children. 
And every day that the administration prioritizes private and  
special interests over the public interest, it denies Americans 
the public health and safety protections that science tells  
us we need. 

pedalist/Shutterstock
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Central to democracy is the free flow of information between 
the government and the people. While the federal government 
requires some control over official communications on policies, 
especially those involving sensitive or classified information, 
usually there is no valid reason why science cannot be com-
municated openly. The public has a right to access govern-
ment science and to hear from the scientists that produce it. 
Yet the Trump administration has limited access to scientific 
information and expertise from the public, media, and 
policymakers. 

Altering Webpages

During the transition to a new president, some changes to 
government websites are normal as the new administration 
sets new priorities. The Trump administration has taken  
this to a new level, altering or removing specific websites, 
particularly those focused on climate change (see Box 4). 

The scientific content of the webpages of federal agencies, 
including those of the EPA, the State Department, and the 
Department of Energy (DOE), have all been altered since  
January. For example, climate action reports are gone from 
the State Department’s website, and climate change informa-
tion has been altered on the EPA and DOE websites. Addi-
tionally, the administration appears to be downplaying the 
fact that human-generated greenhouse gas emissions are the 
root cause of global climate change (Spanger-Siegfried 2017). 

The EPA’s Office of Science and Technology (OST), 
which is in charge of developing clean water standards,  
removed “science” in a paragraph describing the office’s  
function. Until January 30, the OST webpage described its 
function as “developing sound, science-based standards.” 
That has been changed to say that the OST “develops  

Reducing Public Access to Government  
Science and Scientists

[ chapter 4 ]

Climate action reports 
are gone from the State 
Department’s website, and 
climate change information 
has been altered on the  
EPA and DOE websites. 

national economically and technologically achievable per-
formance standards to address water pollution from industry” 
(Atkin 2017). Omitting the word “science,” if reflected in  
policy, is almost certain to benefit industry at the expense  
of Americans’ health. It could signal a move to policies less 
informed by science than in the past. The emphasis on a 
“technologically achievable” standard may mean that the  
EPA will move away from regulating polluting industries via 
science-based standards that could encourage development 
of new or improved technologies and toward regulating  
pollution based on what an industry says it can achieve 
through existing technology. 

Reducing Access to and Retracting  
Requests for Data

If you don’t track it or measure it, you can’t manage it. By  
reducing access to data, the Trump administration impedes 
scientific inquiry that should inform US policies to safeguard 
public health. Preventing scientists and citizens from access-
ing taxpayer-funded scientific data hampers the nation’s  



27Sidelining Science Since Day One

President Trump’s proposed budget outline for fiscal year 
2018 signals his belief that science has little role to play  
in federal policymaking. The outline sends a clear signal 
that the administration is not serious about providing the 
best science possible to inform decisions for the American 
people. Deep cuts to the science offices of regulatory  
agencies and to agencies that support basic research on 
health and disease prevention would greatly erode our 
governmental science enterprise and seriously impede 
efforts to ensure high-quality health care, safeguard our 
air and water, and effectively manage our environmental 
resources. 
  In May, the White House proposed to cut the National 
Institutes of Health’s annual budget by 18 percent, the 
Department of Energy Office of Science’s budget by 20 
percent, the EPA’s overall budget by 31 percent, and the 
EPA’s budget for the Office of Research and Development, 
which conducts most of the agency’s science, by 50 percent. 
The proposal also would reduce the Interior Department’s 
budget by 11.7 percent and cut the CDC’s budget by 17 
percent (Baumgaertner 2017). It calls for eliminating  
the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Adminis-
tration’s Sea Grant program, which supports academic 
research to help communities manage their coastal 
resources as climate change progresses (EOPOTUS 2017). 

Box 4.

Budgeting to Limit 
Government Science

ability to make informed decisions on everything from pre-
paring for climate change to addressing disparities in health 
care. The administration also has stopped collecting data for 
programs that benefit disadvantaged groups and withdrawn 
requests to industry to supply data that would help inform 
regulations pertinent to public health and the environment. 

Reducing access to government data eliminates trans-
parency on critical issues and makes it increasingly challeng-
ing to conduct science that would inform strong policies to 
protect the American people. For example, in February 2017 
the Department of Agriculture’s Animal and Plant Health  
Inspection Service (APHIS) removed inspection reports and 
other data related to the welfare of animals housed in zoos, 
research laboratories, and other facilities. These data had 
been used to identify places that treat animals unethically. 
APHIS claimed it was removing the data to protect personal  
information, yet most personal information had been  

removed already. And when National Geographic submitted  
a Freedom of Information Act request on why APHIS deleted 
these records, the agency responded with blacked-out pages 
(Daly and Bale 2017). 

In another case, the administration removed all data 
from the White House Open Data Portal in February 2017. 
The 31 databases that were deleted include White House  
payroll reports and visitor records posted in accordance  
with President Obama’s Open Data Executive Order 13642 
(Biryukov 2017; Obama 2013). While there is no legal  
mandate to provide these data to the public, rolling back  
public access makes it more difficult to conduct important 
analyses to inform policymaking and decreases trans- 
parency on administrative decisionmaking. 

In addition to reducing access, the Trump administration 
is discontinuing the collection of data that would improve  
the effectiveness of government programs. In March 2017, the 
US Department of Health and Human Services discontinued 
the inclusion of questions about lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

Reducing access  
to government data 
eliminates transparency  
on critical issues. 
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In March 2017, the Department of Health and Human Services, removed  
questions about LGBTQ individuals in surveys designed to help the department 
respond to the needs of persons with disabilities and of advanced age.
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Accessing federal websites is one of the easiest ways the public 
can obtain information and learn about the government’s work 
and priorities. However, with tens of millions of federal.gov 
webpages, it is impossible for any individual to comprehend 
the scope of available information. When the government 
decides to significantly alter or remove information from its 
websites without announcing or identifying the changes, the 
changes can easily go unnoticed, altering the government 
record in a potentially long-lasting way and making important 
public resources less accessible.

The Environmental Data & Governance Initiative’s 
Website Monitoring Working Group has been closely tracking 
federal agency websites to understand and help inform the 
public about the ways in which information and information 
access are being altered during the Obama-Trump transition. 
Over the first 100 days of the Trump presidency, notable 
patterns emerged, particularly regarding renewable energy 
and climate change.

On multiple DOE websites, including those of the Office  
of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy’s technology offices 
for bioenergy, vehicles, and wind energy and the Office of 
Technology Transitions, emphasis on renewable energy has 
decreased. Terms like “clean energy” and “greenhouse gases” 
were removed and language stressing US jobs and economic 
growth added (EDGI 2017a; EDGI 2017b; EDGI 2017c).

Box 5.

Repainting the Digital Landscape: Changes in Web 
Content Under the Trump Administration
BY TolY RinBeRg, on BehAlF oF enviRonMenTAl DATA AnD goveRnAnce iniTiATive’s WeBsiTe  
MoniToRing coMMiTTee

Several top-level climate change domains, including  
those of the Department of Interior and the DOE, also have 
been changed substantially, removing information and state-
ments about agency responsibilities to mitigate climate 
change. On President Trump’s 99th day in office, the day 
before the People’s Climate March, multiple EPA climate 
change domains began forwarding to a notice page stating, 
“This page is being updated.” While the notice directed 
website visitors to a January 19 snapshot of the EPA’s website, 
that snapshot contained errors (Rinberg 2017a). Due to the 
hasty website overhaul, important subdomains, such as a 
student’s website on climate change, became inaccessible  
to the public (Rinberg 2017b). This example illustrates how 
making large changes to websites without proper documen- 
tation can have unintended consequences, making public 
resources inaccessible.

Changes to federal websites may reflect important shifts 
in focus and policy; indeed, the EPA said that it took down the 
climate change pages to revise them “to reflect EPA’s priorities 
under the leadership of President Trump and Administrator 
Pruitt” (Rinberg 2017a). Vigilance in identifying and clarifying 
the significance of changes to digital information is important 
in order to highlight data and information governance respon-
sibilities. It helps keep the public informed as the federal 
government is transformed under the Trump administration.

transgendered (LGBQT) individuals in two surveys (Singh 
and Durso 2017). The surveys help HHS respond to the special 
needs of disabled and elderly LGBQT individuals enrolled in 
programs that provide social and nutrition services; they also 
better enable the agency to help disabled individuals live 
independently. 

Similarly, a March 2 EPA press release announced plans 
to withdraw a request for owners and operators of onshore  
oil and gas production facilities to respond to two surveys. 
One asked the operators of all such facilities in the United 
States to provide basic information on the numbers and types 
of equipment they use. The other asked a representative  
sampling of facilities in several segments of the industry for 
more detailed information on sources of methane emissions 
and emission control devices or practices (EPA 2017e).  
Methane contributes to climate change, yet it is unknown 

how much methane the oil and gas industry produces,  
making it difficult to regulate these emissions. 

One final example of how the Trump administration  
impedes data collection is by not voluntarily releasing visitor 
records of those who visit the White House or the president’s 
Mar-A-Lago resort. While the Trump administration has the 
right to withhold such records, not releasing them will make 
it difficult to know who visits the White House seeking to  
influence the president and his staff. This could potentially 
result in political considerations overtaking policies that 
should be informed by science (Sunlight Foundation 2017).  

Restricting Scientists’ Communication 

The Trump administration is making it more difficult for  
government scientists to speak publicly about either their 
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work or misconduct within an agency. In the first week of the 
Trump administration, many federal agencies, including the 
USDA, DOI, HHS, EPA, and DOT, issued media blackouts. 
While the agencies described some of these gag orders as 
“recommendations” that staff not speak with the press, others 
appear to have been directed by the White House, including 
the one at the EPA (Lartey 2017). A pause in communications 
may be typical during a presidential transition, but these 
blackouts centered on specific agencies. The EPA seems to 
have been a particular target: it was not allowed to tweet until 
after Congress confirmed Scott Pruitt as administrator. The 
science office at the EPA, which regularly blogged under the 
Obama administration, has been silent since January 19, 2017. 

In some cases, scientists have been told to avoid cer- 
tain phrases. In March 2017, a supervisor within the DOE’s 
International Climate Office asked staff to not use “climate 
change,” “emissions reduction,” or “Paris Agreement” in  
any form of communication (Wolff 2017). Our government 
scientists must be able to discuss the relevant science openly 
and freely, in this case to help the nation prepare for the  
extreme weather events, ecological disasters, and health  
impacts resulting from climate change. 

Agency scientists also report that political appointees  
are reviewing their work. For example, on January 25, Doug 
Eriksen, the Trump transition team’s communication lead  
at the EPA, said that agency staffers and the transition team 
were reviewing the agency’s roughly $4 billion grant program, 
scientific data, and studies. “We’re taking a look at everything 
on a case-by-case basis, including the web page and whether 
climate stuff will be taken down. Obviously with a new  
administration coming in, the transition time, we’ll be taking 
a look at the web pages and the Facebook pages and every-
thing else involved here at EPA,” Eriksen said. When asked 
whether the review would include scientific data and studies, 
Eriksen responded, “Everything is subject to review”  
(Biesecker and Borenstein 2017). 

In April 2017, a memo circulated at the Interior Depart-
ment indicated that its staff could expect political appointees 
to review grants and cooperative agreements of $100,000  
or more. The review of science-based grants and contracts  
by political appointees is problematic (Cason 2017). Such  
appointees are put in place to support the administration’s 
political agenda and will have an incentive to pull support  
for science that may not align with their preferred outcomes. 
Additionally, many political appointees lack the background 
needed to accurately assess whether or not a research  
proposal is rigorous and scientifically sound. 

Federal scientists now face new restrictions on attend-
ing conferences related to climate change. In February 2017, 
the Trump administration pulled EPA staff from the Alaska 

The administration’s   
anti-science views, rhetoric, 
and threats have resulted  
in self-censorship by 
government employees. 

Forum on the Environment, an annual conference on climate 
change and other environmental issues affecting the state 
(AFE 2017). The administration claimed that too much  
money had been spent in prior years on staff travel; however, 
some staff pulled from the forum could have walked to the 
meeting center from their homes or workplaces (Waldholz 
and Chappel 2017). In June, an EPA air-quality scientist told 
the Guardian that “climate work has been de-emphasized and 
halted. There was a climate conference in Atlanta last month 
and EPA employees were told not to go, so even simple inter-
actions are coming to an end” (Milman 2017). Additionally,  
in late June, the Trump administration barred government 
scientists from participating in an international conference 
on nuclear power. Technical experts from the United States 
were restricted from delivering scheduled talks at the Inter-
national Conference on Fast Reactors and Related Fuel  
Cycles, a forum to discuss national and international  
nuclear energy programs (Lyman 2017).

Creating a Chilling Environment

Perhaps the most devastating long-term impact of attacks  
on science may come from the creation of a hostile work en-
vironment for government scientists. There is evidence of a 
growing culture of fear at government agencies, undermining 
scientific research and communication. Many agency scien-
tists have spoken to the media anonymously out of fear of  
retaliation. Some say they are afraid to utter the words  
“climate change” (Lerner 2017). In particular, the Trump  
administration’s immigration ban left many Muslim scien-
tists from other countries afraid to continue their work  
in the United States (Box 5) (Lerner 2017). 

The administration’s anti-science views, rhetoric,  
and threats have resulted in self-censorship by government 
employees. For example, the CDC canceled a climate change 
conference that had been planned months in advance. The 
Climate and Health Summit, planned for February 2017, 
would have focused on “the state of the science on climate 
and health, adaptation through interagency collaboration, 

http://www.politico.com/story/2017/03/energy-department-climate-change-phrases-banned-236655
http://www.politico.com/story/2017/03/energy-department-climate-change-phrases-banned-236655
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President Trump’s executive order banning immigrants from predominantly Muslim countries sparked protests nationwide.

Scott Lum
m

/C
reative C

om
m

ons (Flickr)

Science thrives on diversity, and immigration is the foundation 
of America’s unparalleled scientific leadership. For example, 
all six of the American science Nobel Prize winners in 2016 are 
immigrants (Grenoble 2016). The free flow of individuals and 
information is fundamental to both economic growth and our 
ability to respond to urgent public health and environmental 
challenges. President Trump’s efforts to restrict immigration 
from some Muslim countries harms our nation’s ability to  
keep Americans safe and healthy.

On January 27, President Trump’s Executive Order 13769 
restricted immigration of individuals from seven predominantly 
Muslim countries: Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria and 
Yemen (Calamur 2017). It also suspended all refugee admissions 
for 120 days and admissions of refugees from Syria indefinitely 
(Trump 2017f ). 

On February 3, US District Judge James Robart issued a 
temporary restraining order on the executive order. The admin-
istration appealed, arguing that the states challenging the order 
did not have standing to do so (Brunner, Lee, and Gutman 2017). 
On February 9, the US Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit 
determined the states did have standing because the ban harmed 

Box 6.

President Trump’s Immigration Ban Harms Science
teachers and scientists; it issued an emergency stay (Dreyfuss 
2017). “The states contend that the travel prohibitions harmed 
the States’ university employees and students, separated families, 
and stranded the States’ residents abroad. These are substantial 
injuries and even irreparable harms,” the court found (US  
Court of Appeals 9th Cir. 2017). 

The Trump administration’s revised executive order, issued 
on March 6, would impose a 90-day ban on issuing visas to six 
predominantly Muslim countries, omitting Iraq from the list. It 
would suspend the refugee program for 120 days, with no more 
than 50,000 refugees accepted during a given year (Trump 2017g). 
The revised executive order was scheduled to take effect on 
March 16, but many states immediately began legal challenges 
to it, and it, too, was stayed by the courts (BBC News 2017). 

The Supreme Court partially lifted a block on President 
Trump’s executive order on June 26. The court’s ruling states 
that a 90-day ban on visitors from Iran, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, 
Syria and Yemen, as well as a 120-day suspension of the US 
refugee resettlement program, can be enforced against those 
without a “credible claim of a bona fide relationship with a 
person or entity in the United States” (Laughland 2017).
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and communication and stakeholder engagement strategies” 
(Waldman 2017). Many experts and scientists expressed  
concern that canceling the conference could indicate a  
future of “self-sabotage” or “self-censorship” within  federal 
agencies to avoid conflict with political appointees from  
the Trump administration (Maron 2017). 

For its part, Congress has revived a procedural rule that 
sends an intimidating signal to scientists that their jobs could 
be cut. During the first week of 2017, House Republicans  
revived the Holman Rule, a procedural maneuver that allows 
lawmakers to slash the pay of individual federal workers to 
$1, effectively firing them. Any member of the House of Rep-
resentatives can single out an individual federal employee  
by filing an amendment to an appropriations bill (Portnoy  
and Rein 2017). 

Even though a majority of the House would have to  
approve such an amendment, and then the Senate would have 
to agree to it and the president sign it, the Holman Rule has 
been criticized for its potential misuse and the message it 
sends to scientists whose results might be politically incon- 
venient (Washington Post 2017). For example, someone who 
did not like the scientific findings from a federal researcher 
could ask a member of Congress to threaten that person with 
the loss of their job. Even if the individual were not fired, the 
time devoted to a defense would divert time from conducting 

science. The rule sends a clear message to federal employees 
that their employment is subject to whims of those on the  
hill (Raymond 2017). 

In a short time, the Trump administration has created  
an environment counterproductive to the vital scientific work 
and communication needed to keep Americans healthy and 
safe. We know from a large body of research that workers— 
including scientists—are more productive in a positive work 
culture (Seppala and Cameron 2015). Scientists should not 
have to worry about discussing their work with the media  
or speaking about scientific conclusions at conferences.  
We should ensure that our country’s scientists work in envi-
ronments where they thrive, not one in which they cannot  
do their jobs effectively. 

Congress has revived a 
procedural rule that sends 
an intimidating signal to 
scientists that their jobs 
could be cut.
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To resist the Trump administration’s attempts to dismantle 
science-based health and safety protections, we must under-
stand its tactics and connect them to their real consequences. 
UCS is documenting the administration’s attacks on science, 
analyzing their effects on the American people, raising aware-
ness about the issues involved, and organizing scientists to 
push back. We cannot afford to retreat from recent progress 
on scientific integrity and science-based policies. The public’s 
health and safety depend on it. 

In January 2017, UCS issued Preserving Scientific Integrity 
in Federal Policymaking, a blueprint for the incoming admin-
istration, with recommendations to ensure the integrity of 
science in federal policymaking. Not only has the Trump  
administration failed to embrace these recommendations, it is 
taking deeply worrying steps to the contrary. Yet the  science 
the nation relies on is more important than ever. In the com-
ing decades, the United States will face some of the most  
difficult and complex challenges in its history. Science and 
technology are instrumental to meeting the challenges. The 
public deserves independent, impartial scientific information, 
even—or perhaps especially—when that information indicates 
the need for politically unpopular or inconvenient action. 

Recognizing the stakes, scientists and science suppor-
ters are speaking up, taking advantage of the momentum of   

Conclusion

[ chapter 5 ]

successful marches and new opportunities for political en-
gagement. Scientists and science supporters are connecting 
the administration’s actions to consequences for public health 
and the environment. By understanding current and evolving 
threats and taking advantage of new vehicles for advocacy, we 
can defend the scientific enterprise our democracy depends 
on and preserve the public health measures and environ-
mental protections that help make our nation great.
 To ensure that public policy draws on the best-available 
scientific information, free from inappropriate political  
interference, UCS presents the following recommendations, 
built on those in our January report. 

Recommendations for Scientists  
and Science Supporters 

Communicating the importance of science and science- 
based policies to the public and to decisionmakers is crucial 
to fighting attacks on science and ensuring effective public 
safeguards. Scientists and science supporters have an impor-
tant role to play in articulating the benefits that science and 
science-based policies bring to our families, communities, 
and daily lives. We need scientists and science supporters to 
sound the alarm when science is attacked, misused, or ignored 
and to push back against efforts to roll back science-based 
safeguards.

1. Report abuses of science. Scientists and government 
employees must blow the whistle when they witness 
abuses of science. Agencies have the tools to help  
scientists report these instances through their scientific  
integrity policies and inspector general offices. UCS has 
resources to help scientists securely share information: 
www.ucsusa.org/secureshare.

In the coming decades,  
the United States will face 
some of the most difficult 
and complex challenges  
in its history. 
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Scientists and science supporters must continue to speak up against abuses of science by the Trump administration.
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2. Become a watchdog for science. Scientists can help 
track and resist attacks on science as they happen. We 
need eyes on the administration and Congress to know 
when and how attacks are happening and to identify  
patterns of abuse. If you are a scientific expert, you can 
work with UCS to get the tools, updates, and opportu-
nities needed to watchdog attacks on science. Learn 
more at www.ucsusa.org/sciencewatchdog.

3. Talk to your elected officials. Call or meet with your  
US senators’ and representatives’ state director or chief 
of staff. Building relationships with staff at these offices   
is essential to ensuring your issues get their attention and 
help them understand what is at stake for your state and 
district when it comes to science-based policies. Offer to 
be a resource for staff if they are looking into something 
that fits your expertise. UCS has resources to communi-
cate effectively with your policymakers: www.ucsusa.org/
watchdogtoolkit and www.ucsusa.org/action-center.

4. Participate in town halls, public lectures, and other 
local venues. You can help educate the public about  

the importance of science-based safeguards and federal 
science for keeping your state safe and healthy. Use your 
voice to raise awareness about critical issues of science 
and public health, safety, and the environment by speak-
ing up publicly and inviting others to join in the concert 
of voices. A steady drumbeat of constituents educating 
and advocating for science-based policies is essential  
to defending our vital public protections and informed 
decisionmaking. To find events and townhalls in your 
area, sign up for your legislators’ email list and regularly 
check www.townhallproject.com. If you are comfortable, 
go to public events equipped with a few talking points, 
signs, and questions. See our guide on participating in 
public events: www.ucsusa.org/townhallguide. 

5. Write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper 
or offer support to a local reporter. Bring your per-
spective as a scientist or member of the community  
to talk about the importance of science-based public 
protections in your state, such as the Clean Air Act, the 
Endangered Species Act, and the Safe Drinking Water 
Act. In the letter, speak directly to your senators, 
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members of your community, and local businesses,  
and speak from the perspective of a concerned scientist,  
parent, educator, etc. The more personalized and state-
relevant you make it, the more impact it will have. For 
tips on writing a letter to the editor, see www.ucsusa.org/
writingLTEs.

6. Harness the power of social media. The fast-paced 
flow of information and ability to reach people at all  
levels and in all places in society makes social media an 
important tool. Social media offers opportunities to listen 
to and learn about the latest news and dialogues on keys 
issues you care about, as well as to join the discussion, 
offer information, and connect with others on issues.  
See the UCS guide on engaging in social media for a  
slate of tools: www.ucsusa.org/usingsocialmedia. For  
UCS on-demand workshops on social media, visit:  
www.ucsusa.org/scinetworkshops.

7. Connect in your community. Join a local, state, and  
national nongovernmental organization to support  
science and the science used in policymaking. UCS has 
tools and guidance on ways you can join a movement to 
organize in your area: www.ucsusa.org/watchdogtoolkit. 
If you are a scientist, join the UCS Science Network to 
connect with more than 25,000 scientists throughout  
the country putting their skills to work for public good: 
www.ucsusa.org/sciencenetwork. Activists and community 
members can join the UCS Action Network to advocate 
for science: www.ucsusa.org/action.

1. Bolster the use of science in decisionmaking. Congress 
should explore ways to bolster the scientific information 
it receives and how this information can promote science-
based decisionmaking.

• Explore ways to strengthen the use and quality  
of independent scientific advice Congress receives 
through the Congressional Research Service, the 
Government Accountability Office (GAO), and  
other existing structures.

• Reform the Public Records Act to eliminate man-
dated yearly reductions in paperwork when they  
reduce the ability of agencies to conduct surveys  
and collect data; increase transparency in the infor-
mation collection approval process; and return  
authority to federal agencies so they may collect  
information needed to evaluate programs, identify 
regulatory gaps, and otherwise pursue their 
missions.

• Monitor executive orders. Also, monitor the signing 
statements issued when the president signs a bill; 
these explain how the president interprets the law. 
And call out when these presidential directives un-
dercut or dilute the role of science in policymaking.

2. Pass a budget that adequately supports science, data 
collection, and the missions of federal agencies. The 
president’s budget proposal would hurt the economy, kill 
jobs, make Americans less safe, widen equity gaps, and 
gravely weaken our nation’s science-based agencies and 
infrastructure. Congress should disregard that proposal 
and pass a budget that adequately supports the missions 
of agencies that rely on science, collect or provide data 
used in policymaking, and provide safeguards and  
information the public depends on. 

3. Protect the use of science in decisionmaking at  
federal agencies. Use your position to protect and  
advance the role of science in decisionmaking in the  
following ways:

• Request a GAO report on the effectiveness of agency 
scientific integrity policies. The report should include 
recommendations for enhancing or strengthening 
those policies.

• Ask the National Academy of Sciences to study  
scientific integrity in decisionmaking across federal 
agencies and issue agency-specific recommendations 
for its advancement.

In the coming decades,  
the United States will face 
some of the most difficult 
and complex challenges  
in its history. 

Recommendations for Congress

Congress develops the laws that protect the public’s health, 
safety, security, and environment, as well as laws that protect 
federal scientists and employees from politically motivated 
abuse. It holds critical oversight authority to investigate the 
executive branch and ensure that it fulfills its responsibilities 
and operates within the law. With growing abuses against  
science in the Trump administration, congressional vigilance 
is more important than ever. 
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• Request a GAO report assessing how resource  
constraints and reduced or eliminated funding  
for monitoring and enforcement within agencies  
undermine science-based decisionmaking and the 
implementation of science-based policies. The  
report should address agency reliance on states and 
private-sector entities for data and other resources 
and capacity constraints that limit enforcement  
of agency mandates and rules.

4. Use oversight authority to investigate potential  
abuses of science, conflicts of interest, and other  
ethical concerns. The Trump administration quickly 
appointed a number of officials with conflicts of interest 
that compromise their ability to carry out their mission. 
Additionally, UCS has documented attacks on federal 
scientists and their work (see ucsusa.org/attackson-
science). These trends undermine the important work  
of federal agencies. Congress should investigate allega-
tions of compromised scientific integrity, conflicts of  
interest, and other violations of ethics rules, and make  
its conclusions available to the American people. 

5. Protect whistleblowers and prevent retaliation  
for making allegations related to agency scientific 
integrity policies. Congress should expand the   
Whistleblower Protection Enhancement Act to: 

• Increase protections for federal employees against 
retaliatory investigations; 

• Grant access to district courts and jury trials  
for whistleblowers in the civil service system who 
report violations of scientific integrity; and

• Cover scientists in the intelligence community, mili-
tary service, and government contractor workforce.

6. Close loopholes in the Federal Advisory Committee 
Act. The legislation should extend the act’s rules regard-
ing advisory committees organized by federal contractors, 
not just committees convened directly by an agency. 
Committee members, including nonvoting members  
who regularly attend meetings, should be asked to pro-
vide complete information on affiliations and conflicts  
of interest.

Recommendations for the Media

The role of American journalism is to seek out truth and  
objectively report on it. Yet the Trump administration,  
including the president, willingly disregards facts, misrep- 
resents scientific consensus, plays up uncertainty, vilifies  
scientists, and otherwise distorts public perceptions of  
science. Journalism must continue its quest to hold officials 
accountable for their words and actions and investigate  
allegations of wrongdoing in the federal government. 

1. Objectively report science. The media must report  
science objectively, avoid false equivalencies that distort 
scientific consensus on issues, and correct the record 
when scientific information is misrepresented.

2. Hold the federal government accountable for attacks 
on science. New attacks on science come every day.  
UCS has documented a range of abuses conducted by the 
Trump administration, including techniques employed 
under prior administrations. Journalists and the media 
must report these abuses and hold officials accountable 
for actions that interfere with scientific integrity. 

3. Promote communication with federal scientists.  
Federal scientists and employees have the right to speak 
to the public and the media as private citizens and to 
publish their research. In the past, elected or appointed 
officials have restricted access to scientists and misrepre-
sented their research in various ways. We encourage the 
media to seek out scientists directly whenever possible 
and to call out agencies that place unnecessary barriers 
on communication between the media and government 
scientists. 

Journalism must continue 
its quest to hold officials 
accountable for their words 
and actions.
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The Trump administration is waging a war on science and on 
science input in the policymaking process, endangering the 
nation’s health, economy, environment, and leadership in the 
world. This administration and its allies in Congress are under-
mining science-based policies, violating the principles of scien-
tific integrity, showing contempt for the role of science in general, 
and seeking to dismantle the very processes by which science 
informs public policy. The attacks will severely worsen the 
nation’s health and safety, with the greatest impact on the nation’s 
most vulnerable populations. 

 To resist the Trump administration’s attempts to dismantle 
science-based health and safety protections, we must understand 
its tactics and connect them to their real consequences. UCS is 
documenting the administration’s attacks on science, analyzing 
their effects on the American people, raising awareness about  
the issues involved, and organizing scientists to push back.  
We cannot afford to retreat from recent progress on scientific  
integrity and science-based policies. The public’s health and  
safety depend on it.
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